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Luke had nothing on his person, except a 
small pistol strapped to his shin. She added 
the weapon to her main bag—she’d need to 
leave some of her things in the vehicle to 
keep with the carjacking story—and then 
collected the gas can she had stored in the 
sedan’s trunk. She always kept one in the 
vehicles she used beyond a day, just in 
case. Only once had she resorted to its 
use, but sequels were to be expected. 

From the rear of the vehicle, she looked for 
others. Luke waited patiently for her to 
return. When she did, Charlize stood before 
him and said, “Il don’t want to make this 
easy for the police. In fact, | want them to 
be confused.” She sighed and retrieved the 
bone saw she also carried with her things. 
Unlike the gas can, she used this fairly 
often in her journeys. “I’ve got to take your 
hands, Luke,” she said, returning to him. 
“Maybe even your teeth. Well, what’s left of 
them, you fucking addict.” 

Then she took a knee and got to work. 
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INTRODUCTION 


SHOW YOUR TEETH 


It started differently. 

I can say that about many things. You can thank my severe 
ADHD for how much things change by my hand prior to and after 
release. 

Oh, and you can thank my depression and anxiety, too. 

And constant masking. 

Over-stimulation. 

The burnouts. 

Anyway... 


This selection was first called Show Your 
Teeth, for those that follow me online and 
have seen past posts. The original idea was to 
collect my ebook singles, anthology 
appearances, and out-of-print stories one last 
time as Aiden Merchant. I had done something 
similar to this multiple times, but none of 
those collections were available for very long 
(or advertised, really). 

When I started’ getting everything 


together, I realized I also had some 
unpublished material lying around that could 
appear here as well. That’s when the idea 
shifted a bit for Show Your Teeth. I started 
seeing it differently. There were poems I'd 
written at my lowest. Some unused stories that 
were rejected from their original homes for 
one reason or another over the years. I even 
finished several entries that were lying in 
pieces, incomplete, like “Another Sleepless 
Night.” 

Shortly after the first draft of Anhedonia 
was printed for me to review, I decided to also 
include the work I did as Gavin Ritter (which 
amounted to little, as far as “previously 
published” material goes) and G. A. Link (the 
alias I used in Blackberry Blood to introduce 
some of my poetry). Seeing as Ritter had gone 
completely ignored since his debut several 
years earlier with “Bleed for You” and 
“Burrow,” I saw no reason to continue with 
the alias. The same went for Link, which had 
only appeared the one time to introduce my 
style of poetry I wasn’t yet sure if I wanted to 
share or not. 

The title change from Show Your Teeth 
wasn't necessary, but the word anhedonia 


spoke to me on a very personal level when I 
saw it online months after my original 
announcement for this book in 2023. The 
short meaning of the anhedonia is the inability 
to feel pleasure. You see, I have been in a dark 
place for nearly three years now. The last year 
has been especially bad. Not only have I dealt 
with two autistic burnouts (the second of 
which is ongoing), I've faced an identity crisis, 
what seemed to be a midlife crisis, and a 
newly complex and destructive form of 
depression that I've been struggling to get a 
handle of for more than a day at a time. 
Deciding to call this farewell Anhedonia 


instead made perfect sense to me as a result. 

I wish I had words of encouragement to place here in closing, 
but I need them myself. However, as antisocial as I have become 
with age, I am always available to those of you who need someone 
to talk to if you, too, are drowning. As fucking tempting as it is, do 
not give up and do not give in. 

Fight. 


January 20, 2024 


ANOTHER 
SLEEPLESS 
NIGHT 


Nights are rough. I’d kill for a peaceful bedtime with the kids, but it 
never happens. Our daughter always wants to cuddle with one of us 
to get to sleep, and our son fights it like his life depends on it. Leela 
is five and Robert is two. My wife Tara and I usually divide and 
conquer with them but getting them to dreamland is just the first 
hurdle of the night. Both kids then wake up frequently. If our 
daughter stirs and realizes she’s alone, she comes running. And our 
son is always thirsty or having nightmares, so he wakes up yelling 
for help. 


I’m in bed trying to get my daughter to 
sleep when several car alarms sound outside. 
Neighborhood noises are a_ constant 
annoyance, but we’ve grown accustomed to 
them over the years (assuming I don’t pay 
them any sort of attention). But when they 
continue to multiply from varying distances, I 
start having trouble ignoring them. Just as ’m 


asking myself, “What the hell is going on out 
there?” a crash from across the street makes 
me jump. Beside me, my daughter opens her 


eyes and looks up at me. 

“Daddy?” 

“Sshh. Go back to sleep,” I tell her as I run a hand over her 
head. “I’m just going to check the window real quick.” 

I get out of bed and cross the room. I part the curtains and look 
out at our neighbor’s house. There’s a hole in their roof, perhaps 
three feet across in every direction. Screams echo across the lawn, 
accompanied by the sounds of tossed furniture. The people that live 
there are loud to begin with, but the hole in the roof is throwing me 
for a loop. I think it’s too big to be a shotgun blast, which I could 
almost expect from them. So, then what caused it? 

I’m about to turn back to bed when there’s an explosion further 
down the road. I try to twist my neck and press my cheek against 
the window, but I can’t tell which house has caught fire. Did a 
propane tank rupture? Was there a gas leak? 

Emergency sirens are approaching from the highway. My 
daughter sits up in bed and rubs her tired eyes. She’d been so close 
to sleep, too. 

“What’s going on, Daddy?” 

“T don’t know,” I reply. “It might be loud for a bit, sweetie. I 
think the police are headed to the neighbor’s house.” 

My phone dings from the nightstand with a text message from 
my wife. She’s across the hall in Robert’s bedroom trying to keep 
him in place. 

[What is all that noise? Can you see anything? ] 

I’m typing my reply when something crashes through the bay 
window in our living room. I drop my phone, startled, and 
instinctively reach under the bed for my baseball bat only to be 
reminded it’s not there—we used it at the park last weekend, so it’s 
still in the trunk of my car. 

“Stay here,” I warn my daughter as I hurry out the door and 
shut it behind me. As Robert’s door opens and my wife’s face 
appears, I tell her, “Get back inside and lock the door!” 

She quickly disappears as I rush down the hall with my bat 
ready in front of me. When I turn into the living room, I see the bay 


window in pieces scattered across the rug and what appears to be 
an enormous beetle. It’s as large as my childhood Golden Retriever, 
with crab-like claws on each side of its tiny, pointed face that 
resembles an ant. 

The sight of the bug makes me stumble back a step in surprise. 
It snips one of its claws at me in warning. I dart into the kitchen to 
the knife block and wonder if the creature’s shell will be too much 
for any of the blades we have inside. There’s a machete in the 
garage, but I can’t abandon my family to retrieve it. 

The enormous bug scuttles into the kitchen after me, a screech 
emitting from its terrifying mandibles. I grab the knife block, 
remove a butcher’s blade, and throw the rest at the head of the 
creature. It hisses, moves back a step, then charges forward once 
more. I slice my knife through the air at it and remove a piece of its 
mandibles. It screams shrilly and runs its claws over its face. 

“Get everyone in one room!” I scream to my wife. “And keep 
the damn door locked!” 

I race into the den with the bug hot on my tail. I need 
something large to crush the damn thing but have nothing at my 
disposal. Perhaps if I led it outside, I could drive over it with my 
car. The problem is I have just cornered myself; there’s no exit from 
the den other than two small half-windows behind me. 

They’ll have to do. 

I quickly turn to unlock the one nearest to me. The bug charges 
and snips the back of my thigh. I crumble on my leg, screaming, 
and turn to face the bastard. Without affording another second, I 
stick my butcher knife into its head, all the way to the hilt. Again, 
the bug moves backwards a bit, giving me space as it screams. I 
turn, throw open the window, and climb outside as best I can, 
hoping I will be followed. Otherwise, I’ve just left my family alone 
with the damn thing. 

When I crash into the cement four feet below, I smack my head 
and become dazed. I try not to vomit and look up and over me. The 
bug is struggling with the window frame. It’s trying to fit itself 
through like I did, but it’s being thwarted by the girth of its shell. 

I pick myself up and see the blood I’ve left behind from my 
thigh. I can’t examine the wound—lI don't have the time—but it 
must be pretty bad for how much I appear to be bleeding. I hobble 
towards my car and curse when I realize I’m without my keys. Even 
the garage is useless to me because it’s locked. 


I look across the road at my neighbors and see everyone has 
lights on somewhere. Screams and crashing sounds echo down the 
street. From the sky, I see more objects falling, presumably the 
bugs. 

“What in the fuck?” 

I think of my baseball bat in the truck and decide I can at least 
get that by breaking a window and pressing a button in the car. 
Which I do as quickly as I can, using a stone from the nearby 
garden. 

The bug finally makes its way outside with the window frame 
warped around its shell, leaving behind a gaping hole in my wall. 

I pop the trunk open and retrieve my bat as the thing scurries 
my direction. 

Now, I played Minor League for several years before giving up 
baseball to raise a family working in management instead. As such, 
I have a mighty swing in my arsenal, which I use now to knock the 
shit out of the bug’s face as it launches itself at me. Pieces of its 
hard casing shatter across the driveway as the thing stumbles 
sideways into the garden thanks to my home running hit. Rather 
than give the bug a chance to recover, I jump upon it and swing the 
bat down like a man railroading spikes for the train track. I do this 
three times in quick succession before I pause to inspect the 
damage. 

The bug’s head is split open and leaking brains onto my wife’s 
flowers. Its body is limp, with the exception of its twitching claws, 
but it’s clearly down for the count. 

I hobble back inside and call for my wife as I search for 
bandages in the bathroom. Tara appears a moment later with the 
kids attached to her legs. She has her phone in her hands, but she 
doesn’t appear to be talking to anyone. 

“I can’t get anyone to answer my calls,” she tells me as she 
nears. “What the hell is going on? Did we have a break-in?” 

“Something like that,” I say. I am currently removing my pants 
as gingerly as possible so that I can see my injury. When it’s 
revealed to us, my wife gasps and somehow pales even more. The 
backside of my right thigh is bleeding profusely. The cut is at least 
six inches across and appears to have gone deep enough for me to 
slide my fingers inside if I wanted to (I don’t). 

“Jesus, Bruce! What happened to you?” 

“Close the door,” I tell her as I prepare a washcloth in the sink. 


She shuts the bathroom door with the kids still against her, then 
locks it for good measure. 

“What is going on?” she asks me again. 

“Invasion, I think.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“I just fought some sort of giant crab-like beetle that fell from 
the sky,” I explain to her as I begin to clean my cut. I bite my 
shoulder to muffle my screams when they come. “They’re 
everywhere outside,” I manage to say a moment later. 

Tara looks toward the bathroom door, curious to see for 
herself, but too scared to do so. I don’t blame her. When she looks 
back at me, she asks, “What do we do?” 

I take a minute to sanitize and bandage my wound before 
answering her. The kids have remained quiet this whole time. Their 
eyes are wide, and their knuckles are white from gripping their 
mother’s legs. They must be traumatized just by the noise they 
heard and the damage through the living room. 

“We should go,” I tell her, trying to stand. It hurts like hell but 
at least I can limp. It’s not like I’ve become immobile. Not yet at 
least. Hopefully, that creature didn’t have poison in its claws. 

“Where?” my wife asks. 

“Somewhere this isn’t happening,” I say with a shrug. “So let’s 
just hope only our neighborhood was this unlucky.” 

“T need to pack stuff for the kids.” 

I smile weakly and nod. “Fine. As long as I don’t see anything 
coming our way. But we’ve got to make this quick. Those things are 
attacking our neighbors as we speak.” 

Tara opens the bathroom door, peeks her head outside for a 
moment to determine if it’s safe or not, then ushers the kids back to 
the bedroom so she can put together their bags. I follow as closely 
as I can and keep guard, all the while urging my wife to be quick. 
She grows frustrated and screams at me, but we both know it’s the 
fear that has us going rounds with each other. 

Rather than take my car with the smashed window, we use my 
wife’s van. As Tara puts the kids into their chairs and buckles them 
in, I watch the driveway and our property closely. The corpse of the 
bug I fought is still collapsed in the garden, which is a relief. But 
the neighborhood is a lot quieter than it was five minutes ago, 
which is somehow worse than the chaos I heard before. 

On the road, I ignore the speed limit. I get us the hell out of the 


neighborhood as quickly as I can while Tara presses her face against 
the window to see what damage has been caused along the way. 
When she witnesses one of our neighbors being torn to shreds in 
their front yard, she cries and buries her face in her hands. I tell her 
it’s probably best not to look and to tell the kids to close their eyes 
as well. 

When I pull onto the main road, I see sirens flashing in every 
direction. The first intersection I come to has its lights collapsed 
into the road, bent from the weight of something striking them from 
above. The bug or bugs in question are nowhere to be seen, 
though. 

There’s a shopping center right around the corner from our 
neighborhood. I pull into the large parking area to see if the stores 
have been attacked as well. It’s only a little after 9pm and there are 
still cars in many of the spaces. But there are also people fleeing to 
them to leave. None of them look injured, however, which makes 
me hopeful that these people are simply returning home to their 
loved ones. The bugs aren’t here yet. 

We cross from one end of the parking area to the other before 
joining the main road once more. Like me, other cars have chosen 
to ignore the speed limit in favor of racing to their destination as 
fast as they can. When one car takes the curve ahead too quickly, 
they lose control and fly off into the trees. My wife tries to tell me 
to stop and help them, but I remind her we have our kids to worry 
about. 

Police race by us a couple minutes later, followed closely by an 
ambulance and a fire truck. It’s impossible to know how they’re 
prioritizing calls right now, but our neighborhood held at least fifty 
people. If any larger populations have been attacked, the army will 
probably be sent in to help (and probably will be regardless, seeing 
as the attack appears to be alien in nature). With that in mind, I 
think it’s best that we leave the area completely and get away as far 
as we can until we know more about the situation. I explain this to 
Tara but she’s too exhausted and scared to reply. Instead, she nods 
sadly. I check the rearview mirror and see both kids have fallen 
asleep. 

“Thank God,” I sigh as I allow myself to relax a little. 

We’re on the interstate soon after that. Luckily, my wife’s van 
has a full tank of gas, so we won’t be forced to stop anytime soon. 

As we follow the climb of the interstate away from the valley of 


our town, the sky lights up once more with flashes of lights and 
falling objects. 


AN: I am drawn to writing invasion stories, probably because I like the 
idea of fighting for survival against all odds. Invasion stories also give 
you the ability to easily incorporate large casts of characters while 
racking up a high body count. However, “Another Sleepless Night” is 
more like a prologue to a larger story; you get just a small dose of the 
hell that is breaking out across the globe. 


CLEANSE ME 


Even the trees pull back from me as I cut a 
path through the dark forest in search of 
Granny Madeline. If magic is real—and this 
curse seems to suggest that it is—then she 
must be real as well. If anyone can cleanse me, 
it'll be her. And if I can't find Granny, I'm 
screwed; I don't know what else to do. I feel 
like I've tried everything remotely related to 
magic. I've visited Wickens, fortune tellers, 
magicians, and homeopathic healers, none of 
whom could remove my affliction. I never 
liked people much, but repelling everything in 
my proximity is terrible. Bananas brown as I 
approach the kitchen counter. The toilet bowl 
flushes before I've even taken a seat. Doors 
fling open. Windows drop out of their frames. 
Birds launch into the sky. Grass bends and 


yellows. 
I have to admit it’s not all bad, though. For example, people 


part like the Red Sea for me, which is often useful and comforting. 
But it's become difficult to eat and even breathe lately; I think the 
oxygen around me has thinned. Every day, there's something new 
repelled, like my hair—lI'm losing it! How long will I be able to last 
before my heart decides it wants nothing to do with me either? 


It is said that Granny Madeline lives in the 
swamp between Route 5 and King Boulevard. 
Cliché, I know. I can hear her now, screeching 
at me like that character in Bender’s Game: 
"Get outta my swamp, ya meddling kids!" Or, 


you know, something along those lines. 

For years, she’s been a myth in my hometown. I think she was 
used in campfire stories when I was a kid, though I can’t really 
remember where I first heard about her. But after Wex cursed me 
twelve days ago, I started thinking maybe some myths have 
unbelievable truths to them. 

The swamp isn't much further now. I hate having to do this 
because the swamp gives me the creeps. I always think a crocodile 
or something is going to stalk me from under the slime, which is 
bad enough on its own without whatever it might be hiding. 

Unfortunately, I don't know where in the swamp this witch 
lives—her exact location is never shared in the stories. And I don't 
remember ever seeing a house in the past when I’ve been there, but 
maybe she doesn't have one. Maybe she camps in a tent or has a 
hammock in the trees. I have no idea. All I've ever heard about 
Granny is that she exists somewhere in the midst of these goddamn 
mosquito clouds. 

When I reach the slimy waters of the wetland, its foul smell 
makes me gag. The place is even uglier than I remember it. Hell, 
maybe it's gotten worse over the years. I swear I see the bones of a 
carcass floating along the water, shreds of skin still clinging to its 
frame. The water is high enough that you can't see the base of any 
tree. Several have fallen over time and left makeshift bridges to 
nowhere promising. When I step into the depths, the water is up to 
my knees. Is that deep enough for a crocodile to hide? 


Though I expected to hear toads and buzzing bugs, it's 
uncomfortably quiet instead. Maybe that's a good thing. Maybe that 
means the witch is near. I'm tempted to call out her name, but what 
if it isn't right? What if she doesn't go by Madeline and never has? 
Someone could have gotten it wrong and passed it down from 
generation to generation. Then I think, well, maybe it's quiet 
because I've repelled everything. How quickly I've forgotten why 
I'm here. 

Shit. I hope the witch isn't being pushed away from me as well. 


No, she must be above curses like this 
one. I don't think anyone even notices the 
wide berth I receive. It's not as if I was given 
extra appendages like tentacles or something. 
So, I don't think this is a big curse. She should 
be able to see right through it and not be 
affected. And yet, it feels like hours pass 
without me finding any type of abode in the 
swamp. Maybe I haven’t seen her because I’m 
avoiding the deeper sections, though. In some 
places, the water is as deep as my waist, which 
I turn away from; having the water up to my 
knees is bad enough. Should I try swimming? 
The thought alone makes me gag and twitch. 
But if the witch hasn’t been anywhere else, 
then maybe she’s in a hard-to-reach part of the 


swamp (and for good reason). 

I grumble a slew of profanities when I decide this must be the 
case. 

Dear God, does this mean I’m going to have to submerge myself 
fully in the swamp to find her? I must be crazy. I’ve repelled my 
own sanity! 

“You! Boy!” 


The voice is pitchy in a horrible way. I look around myself and 
spot an old woman sitting in the cradle of a tree branching off in 
three different directions about seven feet above a small raft 
covered in moss. Though this woman has thick wrinkles and white, 
stringy hair, she appears to be as spry as me on my best day. 

“Hellooo,” I reply awkwardly with a wave. “Are you, uh, 
Granny Madeline?” 

The woman tries not to laugh but fails. Slapping her knee—like 
it’s a goddamn hoot in a holler—she tells me, “I suppose I am, 
though I’ve never known people to call me Granny. Usually it’s 
Maddy or Old Maddy or Swamp Bitch.” 

I swallow and try to decide how to proceed. “Um, I was hoping 
you could help me. I'll pay you, of course. But uh...is there 
somewhere else we could talk?” 

“I suppose my private bathroom is not good enough for you,” 
she tells me, jumping down from the tree onto the small raft below. 


I look around my legs at the swamp water 
and think, Did she just suggest I’m standing in 


her toilet? 


The witch twirls her finger, and the raft begins to drift toward 
me on its own. Once she is directly in front of me, the raft stops 
before making contact with my waist. “What is it you need, boy?” 
she asks me. Her eyes narrow as she studies me from submersion to 
face. 

“T need a, uh, curse to be removed.” 

“TI see, I see,” she says, nodding. “And you’re willing to pay?” 

“Yes.” 

“I don’t need money. You would compensate me in other 
ways.” 

I swallow, disgusted. She’s not suggesting...? 

“Not that, you fool,” she growls. “You couldn’t handle me.” 

I try not to laugh. 

“For my services, you’ll do some easy errands for me to make 
my life in the swamp a little easier.” 

“Like what?” 

“First, I need some supplies. I’ve run low.” 

I look around us for a hammock or a house but see nothing. 
“Where do you keep anything?” I ask her. 

“In the trees, of course.” She points overhead and says, “I have 


outposts scattered throughout the swamp.” 

“Okay... What supplies do you need?” 

“Some dry food. Obviously, I can’t cook on a stove or use an 
oven,” she explains. “I would like some cereals, bars, drinks, 
applesauce cups, that sort of thing.” 

Again, I try not to laugh. “Really? That’s it?” 

“Also, toilet paper and feminine products. You think you can 
handle that, sailor?” 

I wince, but nod. “If I get this stuff for you, will my curse be 
removed?” 

“I might have you do a few other things, too, but yes—after 
some errands, I will ease your affliction.” 

I sigh loudly, look around overhead for a moment more, and 
then turn away from Granny Madeline. After I’ve gone several steps, 
I look back and ask, “How will I find you when I return?” 

“Hoot like an owl and I’ll come running,” she tells me with a 
cackle of laughter. 

“Okay...” 

I leave the swamp as quickly as possible. 


Luckily, I have a Costco membership, so I bought her shit in bulk. I 
don’t know where she stores everything in the trees, but I suppose 
she has hundreds of canopies at her disposal. Buying bulk just 
makes sense to me, especially for someone who lives in a goddamn 
swamp. 

Though the checkout lines are long, they step aside to let me 
up front. And though people are moving their own legs out of my 
way, they don’t seem to realize they’re doing it as I pass them on 
my way to the register. Like I said before, there are admittedly 
some perks to this curse. But then I scratch my head and come back 
with a clump of hair, reminding myself of the downfalls. 

Outside in the crazy parking lot, I am able to step out into 
traffic without worry. Cars swerve around me or stop altogether if 
I’m in their way. There’s no horn blaring or driver screaming, 
either. Like the checkout line, they don’t seem to even notice 
they’re making way for me. I’m like an invincible force or...I don’t 
know, a god. But as much as this swells my head a little, I have to 
remind myself of the negatives. As I load my car, I count them in no 
particular order, as an exercise in humility or whatever. 


1- No sex, no one wants me 

2- Hair loss 

3- Difficulty breathing 

4- Always shitting and pissing, always hungry 

5- Can’t gamble, I always lose 

6- When I cum, it hurts because it doesn’t want to stop 

7- Phone calls are never answered. 

8- Trying to talk to someone is near impossible now, 
can’t get their attention 


With the car loaded, I returned to the swamp. It’s not until I’ve 
parked that it occurs to me, I’ll have to make several fucking trips 
into the swamp with all of Granny Madeline’s shit. Unhappy with 
this realization, I grumble and curse a LOT as I carry the big bundle 
of toilet paper into the trees. 

When the swamp appears, I begin to hoot like an owl as best I 
can. I know it sounds awful, and when Granny Madeline appears 
from above, she’s laughing her ass off at me. 

“That was great,” she says. “In truth, I was just here waiting for 
you. Making you hoot was just for kicks.” She slaps her knee again 
like a country bumpkin as she squeals in amusement. 

“That’s just great,” I say wryly, holding out her toilet paper. 
“Take this. I have more to get from the car.” 

“Hot damn! I’ve grown tired of dipping my ass in the water to 
rinse off.” 

I look around myself and try not to vomit as I turn back in the 
direction of the parking lot. 

Once everything is unloaded and stored up in the trees 
overhead, I ask Granny Madeline if she can remove my curse now. 
She shakes her and twitches a finger at me. “No, no, not yet. All 
you’ve done is shop for some groceries! There’s much to be done 
around here.” 


“T may have only shopped, but it was with 


my money,” I grumble. 

“Don’t be such a little shit,” she tells me from atop her raft. “I 
just need my swamp spruced up a little.” 

“How the hell do you spruce up a swamp?” I ask as I take a 
look around. 

“I could use more rafts. And some netting for the canopies. 


Make them for me, and then I shall cleanse you.” 
I slowly exhale, close my eyes, and nod. “Fine. I’ll be back.” 
She waves goodbye as the raft magically moves away from me, 
deeper into the swamp. “See you soon, my dear.” 


Thank God for YouTube. You can find instructions for anything 
there. 

I make the witch three rafts, each roughly 4x4 in size, and use 
my friend’s truck to deliver them to the swamp. The netting is 
simply ordered from Amazon, though I bring a hammer and some 
nails with me under the expectation Granny Madeline will want me 
up in the trees installing them myself. 

Luckily, I’m not made to climb the trees (I’m no good at it, 
trust me); instead, the witch magically lifts me wherever she needs 
the netting secured. We make six different canopy nests scattered 
about the swamp. Though she wants more, I’ve run out of supplies. 
When she asks, I order more—which will leave me cursed yet 
another two days as we await delivery—so I lose my cool on her. 

“Enough!” I shout in her face. “I’ve been doing shit for you all 
week. I’m fucking bald now because of this curse and—” I pause to 
take a hit on my new inhaler before continuing “—the air is only 
getting thinner around here. I need to breathe, lady. I need to eat 
and fuck. I need sweet relief!” 

Granny Madeline studies for a moment before suddenly 
punching me square in the nose, breaking it. I howl in pain and 
curse her profusely. 

“Stop your whining, I need a taste,” she tells me, taking a 
finger and scooping up some of the blood from my face. She then 
places her finger as far back on her tongue as she can, and sucks it 
clean, all without breaking eye contact with me. I am thoroughly 
grossed out and turned on (it’s been a while, after all). 

“What are you doing?” I ask her. 

“Determining your curse.” She smacks her lips, closes her eyes, 
and thinks for a moment. “Ah, I see. This is actually quite simple. 
You’re just driving people and things away from you.” 

I growl in frustration. “I could have told you that without the 
broken nose.” 

“T have a process, boy.” 

“And does that process come with a cure for me?” 


“Of course,” she says, clapping her hands together and smiling. 
“Tt’s not difficult, nor unsavory.” 

“Great. What is it?” 

“You must eat five pounds of strawberries in twenty minutes or 
less.” 

“Wait...what?” 

She repeats herself. 

“Why the hell would that end my curse?” 

She counters with, “Why should it not?” 

I open and close my mouth several times, wanting to argue, but 
find myself at a loss instead. Finally, I turn away from her to leave 
the swamp. As I go, she calls after me, “Good luck, my dear! Slather 
them in whip cream to help get them down quicker!” 


I do as she says. It’s harder than I thought it would be, and not 
because I’m not a fan of strawberries. 

Five pounds of anything is a LOT. 

I feel incredibly sick after. At first, I wait around in my 
apartment for something to happen, perhaps a sign that I’ve been 
cured. But I don’t see any flashes of light or feel any different. 

I open my window and stick my head outside to look down at 
the street below. Suddenly, I can’t help but vomit. Red mush spills 
down the side of my apartment building and onto a poor girl below. 
She screams in horror and looks up at me. 

“What the fuck, you son of a bitch!” 


She talked to me, I think. She talked to me! 


I apologize to her and return my head inside. I rush to the sink 
to wash my face and rinse out my mouth. Then I hurry downstairs, 
practically skipping, and burst outside onto the sidewalk. The girl 
covered in my strawberry vomit is being helped by a handsome 
man with some napkins from his nearby car. I’ve just given them a 
disgusting meet-cute story for the ages. They should be thanking 
me. 

“Dude! Where you been?” 

I look across the street and see my friend Abed waving at me 
from beside a parking meter. 

“I feel like you’ve been gone for ages,” he says. “I’m headed to 
Angles Bar. You comin’?” 

I smile and clap my hands together. “Fuck yeah!” I say, 


stepping happily into the road to reach him. 
Unfortunately, oncoming traffic does not stop for me anymore. 


AN: Years ago, I incorporated humor in most of my stories. Somewhere 
along the way, I naturally drew back from doing this (probably because 
I was having a harder time finding the good in the bad of things). But 
with “Cleanse Me,” which was written recently, I specifically set out to 
be funny in my own way. This story is meant to make you grin, so don’t 
take it too seriously. It’s a witch in the middle of a swamp surrounded by 
her own turds, after all. Reading Danger Slater and Douglas Hackle 
earlier this year may have also influenced this one a bit, now that I think 
about it. 


TIME AGAINST 
ME, 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


I feel time quickening as I grasp for purchase 
To slip again and again 
The days and weeks and months 
Laugh as I give chase to catch them 
My children age and I lose my babies 
While I waste away side by side with other struggling employees 
And above us, with their piercing gazes 
Crooks and creeps and thieves that couldn’t give two fucks about us 
And everything we’re missing out on as we wring dry paycheck 
after paycheck 
While they laugh and live on boats and planes and fuck their side 
pieces 
This fight seems to amount to nothing, and nothing ever changes 
So, I break a little more day after day 
Surrounded by people that aren’t my family 
Surrounded by people that are not my loved ones 
And guarded by those that are mostly the human equivalent to shit 


POSSESSION 


I once heard your voice in my sleep 
And opened my eyes to wake 
Saw you there levitating above me 
Asking for my body to take 
(Possession) 

To feel you inside my skin 
Up against my bones 
Taking me as you wish 
Doing as you do, and I watch 
From eyes I no longer control 
There’s something there, something electrifying 
In giving in and accepting 
You are someone else now 


PASTURE 


’m sure of it—I have already forgotten 
something this morning. This morning, for 
Christ’s sake. It doesn’t take much these days 
to knock me off track. People say I’m still 
young, but my mind doesn’t feel it. ’'ve dulled 
with time. The sharpness isn’t all it used to be. 
I’m like a butter knife trying to cut through 
steak. Sometimes a bit of blood seeps out, but 
you aren’t getting through the meat, not 
really. 


Angela is waving goodbye as I cross to the car and open my 
door. It’s starting to get colder outside now that autumn is here, and 
I can note the temperature change in the door handle. 

“Love you,” I call to her as I toss my bag over the center 
console to the passenger seat. 

“Don’t forget—” 

I don’t hear the rest. I am already behind the wheel with the 
door shut. I probably should have opened the door again or rolled 
down the window to hear what she said, but it’s too late. I’m 
already too late. I’ve got to get to work. The little convenience store 
we own on the corner of Hampton and Holsten should have been 
opened fifteen minutes ago, but our employee called out sick at the 


last minute. Now I have to cover for her. I have no one else 
available. 

The farm quickly disappears in my rearview. Angela probably 
stayed outside to take care of the animals. She was dressed for the 
day, ready to get to work. 

I’m not ready. I don’t want to be stuck behind the cash register 
for the next six or so hours. By lunch, Ramone is supposed to be in 
for his shift. He better not call out as well or I will flip my shit. I’m 
overtired. I didn’t sleep much last night or the night before. Angela 
has been keeping me up late with the TV or reading, and I’ve been 
having a hell of a time getting comfortable lately. Most mornings, I 
wake up with a stiff back or neck. 

To drown my pity party, I crank up my music and turn on 
something heavier. The rage helps relax me, puts a grin back on my 
face. My shoulders and back muscles congeal. I become one with 
my seat as I drive, getting lost in the music and cruising. 

I reach the store ten minutes later. We’re now about half an 
hour beyond our regular opening time. A regular named Paul is 
oddly outside waiting for me. Has he been here since six? It’s not 
like we’re the only people who sell coffee or his brand of cigarettes. 
I suppose there’s something to be said for loyalty here. 

As I hurry out of my car toward the building, I find myself 
apologizing to him and explaining my worker got sick. Paul is 
rubbing his cold hands together and nodding with a smile, all 
understanding-like. 

“Hoss, I get it. I just didn’t wanna go nowhere else. Too bad 
about Jen not being here, though. I like our morning chats over 
coffee.” 

And there it is, the reason he waited around. He has a crush, 
despite their age difference. Jennifer is nineteen and in college. 
Paul is in his fifties with the mouth and skin of a heavy smoker. The 
two just don’t go together. Maybe Jen sees him in a fatherly way. I 
don’t know her very well. She’s still relatively new, only been 
around about six months. 

Once we’re inside and I’ve turned off the alarm, I start the 
opening procedures. Of course, the coffee machine isn’t even 
brewing because Jen wasn’t here at 5:30 like she was scheduled. 
But Paul can have his cigarettes right away, so there’s that, I 
suppose. He wastes no time in purchasing a pack as soon as I have 
the register ready. 


“T ain’t seen you in a long time, hoss,” he tells me, licking his 
stained teeth. “No one else to call in after Jen?” 

“Nah. The only other person I have with morning availability is 
out of town. Everyone else is in the afternoon or evening. A lot of 
students work here, you know? School and what not.” 

Paul nods, opening his pack and fingering the cigarettes like 
he’s got a tick. Hell, maybe he does. 

“You remember that storm a couple years back? The one that 
killed four people. A whole damned family?” 

I clear my throat and nod. I don’t want to think about that, nor 
do I know why he’s brought it up. 

“The woman, the mom. She was an old friend of mine, you 
know? We were together for a long time growing up.” 

As I get things together behind the counter, I glance in Paul’s 
direction. His eyes appear glossy, like he’s reminiscing about 
something emotional. 

“Old friend or old lover?” 


I hear myself saying it, but don’t catch the 
words in time. They spill out without much 


thought. A bit careless, I think. 


“I suppose a bit of both,” Paul tells me, nodding and looking 
away. He’s got a cigarette in his mouth now, but it’s not lit. He’s 
just pacifying his oral fixation. “I think about her a lot. I mean, I did 
before the storm. But it’s been more now that she’s gone, and all 
opportunity is officially nipped for good. No going back. No 
changing time. What’s happened has happened, and this is my life it 
would seem. Gotta accept change, you know? And death. 
Loneliness. I suppose, I suppose ...” 

I don’t know how to respond. Paul is clearly elsewhere, buried 
in thought. He’s mumbling under his breath now, most of which I 
cannot understand. So, I go about my tasks, hoping it doesn’t come 
off as insensitive as it feels. 

“Paul, do you work?” I ask. Again, it sounds careless, but I 
don’t mean it that way. 

“Not so much, no. Sometimes. A bit in the evenings.” 

“What do you do?” 


“Ym a mechanic. Was a_ mechanic. 
Whatever. I do a little here and there for 


people to help pay the bills. They don’t stop 
coming, you know?” 
“I do,” I say, gathering my stool and taking a seat. 

“T did that for thirty years. Be a mechanic, 
that is. Full-time, in a shop,” he continues, the 
cigarette still balanced between his lips. “My 
own place, like you’ve got this place. No boss. 
At least, not during the last twenty years. The 
first decade, sure. I worked for others. But 
then I opened my own shop. Did pretty good, 
too. Good enough to sell the place and retire a 
couple years back. Then the shop went from 
Paul’s Tune to some franchised shit. Lower 
prices and quicker service. Fuck. Not like the 
effort is really there no more. Everything's 
rushed and done with shoddy materials. They 


break shit on purpose to get more out of you.” 

“So, you keep busy with some side work,” I say, wanting to 
move the conversation along a bit more. I’ve got nothing going on 
really—save for cleaning the shop once it empties of Paul—and the 
talk is passing time. 

“T do, a little,” he replies, scratching at the back of his head and 
wandering toward the storefront. He looks outside at the distant 
sunrise peeking up from behind the mountains. “I’ve got nothing 
else to occupy my mind. No wife, no kids. No fucking job. Not that I 
could handle something full-time anymore, let alone under 
someone’s boot. ’m my own man, got used to it. No one bosses me. 
I guess I’m just too fuckin’ stubborn and old.” He shakes his head 
and wipes his face. He’s turned just enough that I can’t tell whether 
or not that’s a tear chasing his cheek. 

“T’m just a lonely, old man,” he says quietly. 

I start wondering if Jen gets this kind of conversation every 
morning or if I’ve just been lucky enough to see Paul reach a 


breaking point. “You okay?” I ask him hesitantly. 

Paul turns back to me and sniffles. “Let me get that cup of Joe, 
and I’ll be out of your way.” 

Once he’s made up his coffee and brought it over, I get his 
change and ask him again if he’s doing alright. 

“Just tired,” he tells me, turning away to leave. “Just about 
ready for change. I feel it coming here. In some sort of big way. And 
I just don’t know. Know if it’s for me or the store or for you. I just 
feel it, like a sixth sense, you know? Something big is coming.” He 
looks back over his shoulder at me. “I just don’t damn well know 
what we should be expecting.” He starts walking toward the door, 
his voice becoming harder to hear. “I guess I don’t fully care no 
more. My prime has come and gone, as are my chances for anything 
that lasts. Have a good one, Sam.” 

And with that, he’s gone back outside. 

I drop down onto my stool trying to make sense of it all but 
realize that I can’t. 


With the store quiet, I find myself wracking my brain for what I’ve 
forgotten. Surely, Angela tried reminding me of it on my way out, 
but I’d shut the door instead. That was stupid of me. What if the 
forgotten thing is important? Maybe that’s why I’m stuck on this 
feeling of absence. 

I decide to call Angela and ask, but she doesn’t answer the 
phone. I bet she’s out in the pasture working with the animals. She 
spends most of the day out there, between them and the gardens. I 
swear the horses see her more often than I do. She teaches kids and 
teenagers how to ride most days. It brings in some good cash on the 
side, and she loves it. 

I’m the only one with a cell phone at the moment. We share it. 
Our kids are all grown up and don’t call that often, nor do we have 
many friends. The house phone serves as Angela’s business line for 
people scheduling lessons. This mobile is for everyone else, and 
whichever one of us leaves the house takes it with them. And yet, 
we can’t remain in contact if Angela stays outside all day. I suppose 
that defeats the purpose a little. 


Though plenty of cars come through the 
gas station, very few people stop to come 


inside the store. To help pass the time, I read 
and watch the little TV in the closet-sized 
office. It’s positioned in such a way that I can 
see from behind the register. However, there’s 
no cable hooked up, just a wonky DVD player 
and a stack of discs. I think my employees 
must bring in their own stuff, because I don’t 
recognize most of the titles there. Don’t 
Breathe, Tag, Fantastic Beasts ... none of them 
ring a bell. I end up putting in one of the 


movies I’ve left here in the past. 

The day moves slowly, for the most part. Several customers 
turn out talkative, but only long enough to pay for their candy and 
lottery tickets. Every hour or so, I try calling the house again, but 
Angela never picks up the phone. I look outside and see how 
beautiful a day it is; it’s no wonder she’s staying away from the 
house. I would, too, if I weren’t stuck here. 

My relief is scheduled for three in the afternoon. Right now, it’s 
the lunch hour. The main road is getting busy with people looking 
for restaurant drive-thrus while on break. I realize I’m getting a 
little hungry, too, but don’t need to go anywhere. There’s food here, 
even though it’s all junk. Chips, candy, and crackers. We do have a 
couple refrigerated items that can be cooked in the microwave, 
though; I may have to take one of those breakfast sandwiches soon. 

When the bell rings from the entrance, I instinctively look up to 
see who is joining me in the store. I know a lot of people in this 
town, or at least recognize their faces. But this guy is new to me. 
He’s tall, lanky, with hair of varying lengths (like he’s cut it himself 
without a mirror on hand). He walks like he’s got a limp, but I think 
it’s an act. The way he’s dressed also gives me the impression he’s 
just trying to be a gangster; his baggy sweatpants are hanging too 
low, and his hoodie looks three sizes too large. Maybe he has 
pockets sewn on the inside for stealing things. It wouldn’t be the 
first time someone tried that shit here. I’ll have to keep my eye on 
him and the cameras. 


As the guy slinks down the aisles of snacks, I go ahead and 
cook myself a burrito in the microwave. I try not to be obvious 
when watching people in my store; you don’t want to offend 
someone that is innocent. But there’s something about this guy that 
makes me uneasy. Is it the way he’s dressed and moving, or do I 
actually recognize him from somewhere and can’t figure out why? 

After several minutes of covering every inch of the store, the 
guy finally approaches the register with two energy drinks and a 
pack of Twizzlers. When he talks, he is brief and quiet. It almost 
sounds like he has a lisp, but it could be an accent. It’s hard to tell 
when someone is mumbling. But he pays without incident and 
leaves. As far as I can tell, nothing has been stolen, so I relax. 

I return to my stool and watch my movie from beside the 
cigarettes. 


It’s almost three now. I can taste freedom. I wish Angela would 
answer the phone, but I have still been shit out of luck on that 
front. I wonder if she is fully booked with lessons today. With how 
nice it is outside, I wouldn’t be surprised if she even had add-ons. 
That happens sometimes. People just drive up to our house without 
an appointment and ask if they can be seen. 

In my anticipation, ’ve gathered my things already, prepared 
to walk out the door as soon as Corey arrives. When the bell rings 
at 2:53, I assume it’s him coming on time for his shift. Instead, it’s 
the new guy I had in the store earlier. Immediately, my stomach 
knots. Why is he back again? 

I open my mouth to say something, but let it hang instead. 
What am I supposed to do? Demand the guy tell me why he’s 
returned? 

Like before, he circles the store, checking out all the aisles and 
getting a feel for what we supply. But unlike last time, he doesn’t 
gather any purchases before making his way to the counter. He just 
rushes up suddenly—the limp no longer present—and shoves a gun 
into my chest. “Empty the register!” 

I can’t say it surprises me much. I am scared, though, and take 
a step back automatically. The guy reaches over, grabs me by my 
shirt, and pulls me closer to the register once more. “Open it, 
fuckwit!” 

After a hard swallow, I ring up a fake purchase of candy to 


open the drawer. There’s not a lot inside, but the kid rips out the 
bills anyway, shoving them into the pockets of his hoodie. Then he 
demands a bag of cigarettes and lottery tickets. As I collect these 
things for him, he keeps the gun aimed and ready. I find myself 
wishing I had a hidden gun of my own, but I don’t; this area has 
always been relatively safe. I doubt anyone keeps guns behind their 
counter. 

Once I’ve given him everything he’s asked for, we both turn to 
see a truck pull up to one of the gas pumps outside the entrance. It’s 
time for the kid to roll. But first, he shoots me in the chest as if I’ve 
done him wrong. Unlike his counter charge, this does take me by 
surprise. It feels as if someone has punched me in the chest hard 
enough to cave in the cavity. I slam backward into the cigarettes 
and fall to the floor. Before I’ve reached the linoleum, he’s already 
out the door and running. I don’t know if he came by car or not, but 
I have more pressing concerns at the moment; I’m suddenly 
knocking on death’s door. 

For some reason, I decide to look at the time on my watch. It’s 
exactly 3:00 now, but there’s no sign of Corey. I can’t help but 
wonder how things could have gone differently had he arrived prior 
to the start of his shift. Now, he’s late and I’m on my way out. 


I think about what Paul said to me this morning. Hadn’t he been 
worried something big was coming? Had he foreseen this kid with 
the gun? I guess it doesn’t really matter, does it? Whatever was 
bothering Paul didn’t keep me from getting shot. 

When I walk out of the store, I can’t help but wonder how I’ve 
gotten to my feet. I look back at the entrance, but don’t go inside. 
I’m sure my blood is all over the floor behind the counter. What’s 
taking the paramedics so long? How much time has passed? I check 
my wrist, but my watch is gone. Did I take it off inside? I can’t 
remember anything after getting shot or before stepping out of the 
store. Whatever I did in between has been forgotten somehow. 

An ambulance is now approaching fast. They stop hard in front 
of the store and climb out in a hurry, ignoring me completely. I yell 
at them to stop, I’m right here, but they ignore me completely. I 
look down at my chest and see the wound, but it doesn’t seem to be 
bleeding anymore. I touch it gently but feel no pain. That’s a relief, 
at least. 


There was something about the horses. 

I look up from my stained shirt and question the random 
thought. Where had it come from? What was it about? 

I shrug and look around. I realize I’m no longer outside the 
store, but along the roadside instead. I don’t remember leaving the 
property, but here I am. Where was I headed? The ambulance was 
back there. Now, I’ll have to flag down a passing car. When I try, no 
one stops. Every time a car shoots by, I jump up and down, waving 
my arms. No one seems to notice. 

Something about the horses. 

There it is again. That nagging feeling that I’ve forgotten 
something. 

Why isn’t anyone stopping for me? 

And why didn’t I just take my car? It’s not like I walked to 
work this morning. 

I check my pockets for my phone, but realize they’re empty of 
everything. No phone, no wallet, no pen or pad. Where the hell are 
my things? 

I throw my head back in frustration, wanting to scream. 
Instead, I realize the sky has darkened considerably. There’s no way 
nightfall is already here. I look around myself and find that I’m at 
the end of our driveway to the farm. I must have been walking all 
day, but how is it that no one stopped me? My shirt is covered in 
blood, is it not? Wouldn’t that have caught someone’s eye? 

This day has been absolute shit, but at least ’m home. I begin 
up the driveway, which is long and consisting of gravel. It occurs to 
me then that my joints aren’t hurting in the least. Considering the 
mileage I’ve covered—and the injury—shouldn’t my body have 
given up by now? I’m not a military man, young or strong. I’m in 
my fifties, a little overweight, and perpetually tired. 

When I reach the front porch, I notice that the door is ajar. 
Angela hates letting in bugs, so I’m immediately concerned. Inside, I 
call her name and look around, but she’s nowhere to be found. Her 
purse and keys are gone, so I look out the window for her car. I 
realize it’s absent as well. 

She must have gone to the hospital looking for me. 

Of course. That makes sense. But why am I here instead of 
there? Shouldn’t the paramedics have taken me to the ER? Without 
a set of wheels, I guess [’ll just have to wait until Angela returns 
here upon realizing I was accidentally left behind. 


To pass the time, I drop myself down onto the couch and watch 
the TV she left playing. 


At some point, I blink and everything changes. I’m starting to worry 
I have a concussion. Maybe when I got shot, I banged my head on 
the way down. I don’t understand how I keep losing track of time 
and action. But it’s morning now. Though I’m still on the couch, the 
TV is off and there’s sunlight coming through the windows. 

I have no memory of turning off the show. Did Angela come 
home and just ignore the fact that I was asleep on the couch with a 
bullet wound? No, that wouldn’t make much sense. Maybe we had a 
power outage. Or maybe she had the TV on a sleep timer. 

I get up and walk around the house. The oven’s clock says it’s 
9:34 in the morning. That seems about right. Had the power been 
lost, this screen would probably be flashing 12:00, wouldn’t it? 

I turn for the stairs and call Angela’s name. She doesn’t 
respond, so I head up to our bedroom. I find her curled in a ball 
under the sheets. It sounds like she’s crying. Maybe from the stress 
of me being shot and robbed yesterday? I go to place a hand on her 
shoulder and let her know I’m awake, but my hand seems to jerk 
and shift away from her involuntarily. This startles me so much that 
I stumble backward and cry out. Angela doesn’t seem to notice. 

What the hell? 

I get back to my feet and try comforting Angela again, but the 
result is the same. My hand refuses to make contact with her no 
matter how hard I try. It is as if there is some force surrounding 
Angela, repelling me. 

It is then that everything suddenly makes sense. I must have 
died yesterday on the store floor. And now, for whatever reason, 
I’m wandering around my house with nowhere left to go. 


I’m strangely calm about it all. It must be from shock, a kind that 
affects even dead people. What am I supposed to do now? Shouldn’t 
I be in heaven or hell? Does this mean I have unfinished business? 
Jesus, can’t someone hand out brochures or something to explain 
what comes next? 

Angela is walking around the house in a daze. People keep 
coming by, but she’s stopped answering the door. She’s even gone 


as far as to post a note outside saying she isn’t up for visitors at this 
time. I’ve seen many familiar faces, but also ones completely 
strange to me. What is it about death that brings people out of the 
woodworks? Do we even know these people? I suppose some could 
be clients of Angela, but I can’t really ask her now, can I? 

I’ve started forgetting things. More than the other day, when I 
left for the store. I still haven’t figured that one out yet, either, but 
now there are more gaps. I’m not sure if my middle name is 
Anthony or Alec. When I was a kid, me and my friends barely 
escaped a fire one of us set, but I can no longer remember which 
one of us set it. Angela has two sisters, but I cannot remember for 
the life of me whether they are older or younger than her. 

I’m sure there is more, but I’m trying not to think about it. Or 
much of anything, for that matter; because every time I think of 
something, that nagging feeling returns. That I have forgotten 
something else. ’m not sure how many more holes I want to 
puncture in my memory today. 

Something about the horses. 

Fuck, it’s frustrating. I feel like I’m coming undone, even in 
death. What could that mean for me? What’s coming? Because 
surely that’s it—something is coming for me. Another change. As if 
dying wasn’t drastic enough. Maybe a council is preparing to judge 
me? Maybe [ll blink and find myself surrounded by angels in cloaks 
or something. 

I laugh at the image in my head. It feels good to laugh, so I do 
it some more. It’s a little unhinged, like I’m going crazy, but who 
could blame me? 

Right now, Angela is taking a bath. She started off standing for 
a shower but was too exhausted and upset to keep herself up. When 
she collapsed into the tub a minute later, she switched from the 
head to the faucet instead, plugging the drain in the process. I 
watched her do these things, wishing I could help. 


But I can’t seem to do anything. I’ve tried 
touching her to no avail. I’ve tried speaking, of 
course, but she cannot hear me. I’ve even tried 
moving objects around the house, but my 
hands simply pass through inanimate objects. 


Am I a ghost or not? I thought ghosts could 
move things with the right emotional outburst. 
Maybe it’s done some other way... I'll admit, I 
never read about ghosts or watched the shows. 
I know very little about the topic. I just always 
assumed I’d die and either go to heaven or 
hell. Being a lost ghost always sounded too... 
fictional. 


Angela stays in the tub much longer than she normally would. 
She does not have wine or candles with her. Not even a book. She is 
just lying in the water staring into the wall before her feet, now 
starting to shiver. 

I hate watching her come apart. I wish I could do something. 
Anything! 

I storm out of the house in frustration. In the driveway, another 
car is pulling up. They won’t get an answer from either Angela or 
myself. As we pass one another, I see that the visitor is someone I 
know: Paul. I stop and watch as he goes up the front porch and 
reads the sign posted on the door. He then looks through the 
window for a moment before turning back to his car. As he passes 
me, I hear him mumble an apology under his breath. 

“Tm sorry, Sam.” 

I assume he regrets not forcing me out of the store upon getting 
that bad feeling he mentioned. But how could he have? I would 
have thought him crazy, of course. He has nothing to be sorry 
about; he did not cause this. It is not his fault he had some strange 
premonition without which he could act. 

I watch him drive away, the cloud of dirt kicking up from the 
driveway so heavy that the car vanishes in its thickness. 

I then turn to the nearest pasture, the one with the largest 
stable. I curse, thinking about Paul. I don’t want him to concern 
himself with my death. I was no one to him. We met only in passing 
for years. I didn’t really know him, nor did he really know me. 

When I reach the stable, I can’t help but wonder if Angela has 
been out to care for the animals this morning. I hope she has, 
because who else is going to do it? I certainly can’t jump in. 


As I enter, I hear a sound that raises an alarm in my head. In 
one of the stalls, I see Georgina—my wife’s favorite mare—on her 
side, breathing heavily and grunting. She looks swollen in the body. 
Looking at her, I feel like ’'ve forgotten something once more, and 
it angers me. I want to yell for Angela but know it will do no good. 

Something about the horses. 

Well, now it makes sense. Sort of... 

This must have been what Angela was trying to remind me the 
other day as I left for the store. Georgina is sick, it appears. Was I 
supposed to pick up medicine or get the vet informed? I cannot 
remember for the life of me. But whatever is happening to her must 
be my fault. 

As I leave the stable, I curse repeatedly, trying to decide what I 
must do. The problem is I don’t think there is anything within my 
power. Not unless I learn a way to give Angela signs, but that is still 
beyond me at this point (if even possible). 

The further I move from the stable, the weaker I begin to feel— 
which is odd, because I haven’t felt much of anything at all since 
dying. By the time I’ve reached the house, I cannot go any further. I 
drop to my knees and look up the porch steps at the front door. 
What is happening to me? Is it time to meet my tribunal? Will I be 
transported some way in the blink of an eye? 

I try to stand but find my legs much too wobbly. I’m not only 
physically tired, but mentally as well. Without meaning to, I close 
my eyes and try to gather my strength. But I end up falling to sleep, 
or some version of it. 


When I open my eyes again, it seems that much of the day has 
passed. Maybe it’s not even the same date anymore, for all I know. 
I’m certainly not out front of the house where I fell. Instead, I’m 
someplace dark, warm, and wet. I immediately question whether or 
not I have actually awakened. 

There is sound around me, but it is very muffled. I think I hear 
a voice or two outside of this cramped space I seem to have found 
myself in, but it’s difficult to tell for sure. Something is distracting 
me, as well. There seems to be a surge of force around me. I’m 
being pushed in the darkness, sloshing about. It is then that I realize 
I am pressed tightly against my limbs, unable to move them. I feel 
like an egg floating in a pot of water. 


A harder push comes, and suddenly I feel like part of me is 
outside this dark space. I’ve been stretched out a little but am still 
unable to move my limbs for myself. I try blinking against the 
darkness but realize my eyes have stuck shut. I don’t know if that’s 
new or if I just hadn’t realized it prior. 

A few minutes pass. I hear grunting and muffled voices, but 
little changes for me. Then there’s another hard push, and I feel like 
at least the top of me has escaped this strange space. I feel a change 
in temperature and brightness against my eyelids, but still, I cannot 
see. I’m eager to learn what is happening but find that I cannot 
make much sense of anything. It’s as if my mind has been wiped 
clean. 

Things around me rock back and forth several times, as if to 
free my body. It takes a minute of this, but then a force ejects me 
from the darkness completely. I try to move and find that I can if I 
try hard enough. I kick and jerk, tearing back whatever encases my 
body. 

Eventually, my head is free of it. I try opening my eyes, but 
they are sticky, and my vision is blurred. I feel something licking 
the backside of me, helping to remove the coating that had 
imprisoned me. Somewhere close, I hear a familiar voice, but I 
cannot place it. 

I try to stand but find it difficult. My legs are shaking terribly, 
and my eyes are still sticky. Nevertheless, I open them a bit every 
now and then to a blinding light that surrounds us. A minute later, 
the tongue I felt on my backside is now against my face. It is warm 
and comforting. 

Mother? 


EPILOGUE 


Angela watches as Georgina licks the face of her new foal. Despite 
the loss of her husband, Angela finds comfort and happiness in 
witnessing the birth. It may just be a temporary distraction, but a 
much needed one. 

“You did good, Georgina,” she says weakly. 

Like this foal must learn to stand on its own, so will she. 


AN: This story is a complete rewrite from the version I wrote back in 


2012. Back then, it was titled “Something About the Horses,” and 
followed the protagonist through multiple rebirths before he finally made 


his way back to the farm. You didn’t get him as a wandering ghost at all 
back then. 


BROKENHEARTED 


Her pale skin looked smooth, desirable. Even her blue lips taunted 
him. And her wide, shocked eyes—cloudy and lost—spoke to him in 
a way none ever have. There was something there. Some sort of 
connection. 

He pulled her body all the way out of the water and admired 
her beauty. Her nakedness aroused him. It didn’t matter that fish 
had started nibbling her skin, creating wrinkly wounds in which 
things moved around inside. 

She was young, maybe in her mid-twenties. She had no right to 
be dead. There was still too much of life for her to explore. And he 
was going to help her, in some way, somehow. So, he dragged her 
by the wrists up to the lush, green grass. Laid her out comfortably. 

Kissed her cold lips. 

He loved her. He didn’t know why or how, but he could feel 
the undeniable flutter inside him. 

After a quick look around, he decided that they were alone 
together. He leaned forward again, this time parting her lips open 
with his fingers. He wanted to be inside her, even if just his tongue. 

He entered her and felt something flick around inside her 
mouth against him. His arousal increased. She was kissing him 
back, even in death! 

But then there was a sharp pain, like something had bitten 
down on the tip of his tongue. He reared his head back in surprise 
and put a hand to his mouth. He was bleeding profusely. 

Out of the corpse’s mouth, an eel slithered up from her throat 
and hissed in his direction. 

No one ever gave him a chance to love. 


AN: This piece of flash fiction has been a favorite since its inception. 
Sometimes easy stories hit the hardest. I no longer remember what 
prompted the image, but I wrote this story based on the thought of 
someone lonely discovering the corpse of their dreams. Gross, right? 


FOLLOWING 
THE DEAD 
TRACKS 


What was it Kyle said? On Tuesday nights, he goes out for midnight 
walks. That must be why he’s not answering his phone. Maybe he 
doesn’t take it with him. I suppose I never asked. 

There’s still so much I don’t know about my new boyfriend. It’s 
only been two weeks, after all, and I’m a bit new to this. Kyle is the 
first guy I’ve dated publicly, and maybe I’ve already annoyed him 
into keeping quiet about things. I don’t know. No one I know has 
dated him before me to my knowledge, so it’s not like I can “phone 
a friend” and drill them. Kyle is a mystery most of the time, and I 
guess I will just have to get used to that. 

It just seems odd to take a walk so late on a school night. I 
don’t know how he does it. I wonder if he’s usually dead tired on 
Wednesdays. I try to remember last week, but I barely see Kyle in 
the halls, nor do we have any classes together. We met through a 
mutual friend at a party who thought hooking up gay kids was the 
“scout” thing to do (don’t get me started). When it comes to school 
hours, I barely cross paths with him. So, I have no idea how he gets 
along on Wednesdays. I just know such a routine would kill me. 

Giving up on contact for the night, I plug my phone into its 
charger and roll over. As I close my eyes, I calculate how much 
sleep I would get if I were to be out in the next twenty minutes. 


Unfortunately, I’ve already stayed up late enough that I will be 
dragging in school later today. 


I dread my upcoming alarm. 


I go almost all day before finally hearing from Kyle. I don’t know 
how well this will work out; I suppose I’m a bit needy, but I expect 
responses to be returned in a reasonable amount of time. Going 
most of the day without a word from him is hardly reasonable. 

He doesn’t even apologize. Just tells me he walked longer than 
usual and almost didn’t make it to school as a result. It’s sometime 
during sixth period when the message comes through. I wonder 
what class he has that grants him the ability to sneak out his phone. 
For me, it’s Mr. Fair’s class because he loves me. I can use my phone 
here and there without him complaining. Others aren’t so lucky. 

I text Kyle back before returning to my reading assignment. 
Almost instantly, he responds, surprising me. This time he invites 
me to take the walk with him. I assume he means next Tuesday and 
ask as much. He goes on to tell me he wants to go tonight. I’m 
confused but accept. I guess I will be able to ask my questions in 
person then. 

Sneaking out won’t be easy, but I tell him I will figure it out 
somehow. Luckily, my parents are generally in bed around nine on 
weekday nights. Also, the Dead Tracks aren’t far from my house, 
maybe forty minutes on foot. That’s where he goes, for whatever 
reason. I guess they’re moody and cool. Personally, I like walking in 
the woods. Helps me think. Maybe the tracks help Kyle think. 


Whatever the reason, I will surely be 
getting my exercise tonight. Between eighty 
minutes round trip in travel and however long 
we walk the tracks, my legs are gonna be left 
swollen. 


I end up going to bed around eight to get some sleep before meeting 
with Kyle. I set my alarm for 11, so that I don’t end up sleeping 
through the night. When it goes off several hours later, ’m grumpy 
about getting up. 


As I go to get dressed—dquietly, hoping to 
leave the house unnoticed—I check my phone 
for messages from Kyle. There’s one and it’s 
simple: See you at DT by 12. 


He has such a way with words, wouldn’t you agree? 

My walk over feels even longer tonight because I’m half asleep. 
It eventually wakes me up, but still, I feel fuzzy around the edges 
upon arrival. It’s a cold and foggy night, so I’m wearing layers and a 
scarf. 

When I first reach the tracks, it occurs to me that Kyle never set 
a specific marker for finding each other. Luckily, it only takes a 
moment of standing there stupidly before I hear his voice riding a 
gust of wind. I turn and see him down the line a bit, just far enough 
that the fog has shaped him into a broken figure of sorts. 

Once we're together, he kisses me distractedly, his eyes moving 
constantly from side to side. 

“What is it?” I ask, observing our surroundings as well. 

Kyle chuckles, still avoiding my gaze. “So, there’s a reason I 
usually come out here on Tuesday nights. Wednesday—and any 
other day of the week—is a bit too unpredictable for my taste.” 

This time, it’s my turn to laugh. “What the hell are you talking 
about?” 

Kyle ushers me along the tracks, our walk beginning. I try 
taking his hand, but he’s not very responsive. I’m not even sure he’s 
noticed my fingers groping for him. 

“Did you know about my younger brother, Alec?” he asks. 

I shake my head. I barely know anything about his family. 

“Well, he died here. You sure you never heard about it?” 

I nod, realizing which incident on the news he must mean. It 
was all anyone could talk about for a week or two, locally and 
nationally. It must have happened three or four years ago. A young 
boy—nine years old, I think—had been lured into these woods by a 
creep from Florida who’d been visiting his parents. The guy had 
then raped and killed the boy here on the Dead Tracks. In fact, 
that’s how they got their name. Before that night, this place had 
been called Clause Rail. 

“T didn’t realize that murder had to do with your family,” I say 
uncomfortably. “I’m so sorry.” 


Kyle nods and takes a deep breath. “Well, I found out early on 
that I could still see him during certain times,” he told me, careful 
to keep his voice as even as possible. “You see, it was a Tuesday 
night Alec died. Between midnight and three a.m., I can sometimes 
find him here. It’s not foolproof, but I get two or three chances to 
talk to him each month.” 

Part of me wants to laugh. The other part of me wants to cry. 
Was this a joke? Or was Kyle so broken over his brother’s murder 
that he imagined his ghost sometimes? 

After a long minute—in which I try to decide how to proceed— 
I finally ask, “What makes the other nights so unpredictable? You 
seem scared right now.” 

“Because my brother isn’t the only one who shows up here. I 
tried other nights before and found that out the hard way.” 

“I’m going to need a little more than that,” I say, doing my best 
to ignore the shiver racing up my spine. 

“Just stay close to me. I don’t think they can hurt us, but still... 
they scare me, you know?” 

I look around us. All I see are trees and tracks. “Why are we 
here, Kyle?” 

“I wanted to explain things to you before you got too frustrated 
to stay. My brother won’t be around until next week, but I can still 
prove this isn’t an excuse. That Tuesday isn’t something else.” He 
pauses to catch his breath. “That’s why I asked you out here 
tonight. So, I can show you. We won’t be able to find Alec, but we 
won't be alone either.” 

I’m at a loss for words. I feel bad for Kyle, I realize. He’s grief 
stricken and, perhaps, a little off his nut. What do I do with him? 
How do I respond? 

“What the hell are you talking about?” I say, unable to keep it 
in any longer. 


“[m sure you think ’m crazy, Ben. But 


this is all real. He’s real.” 

“You didn’t really answer my question...” 

“Stay with me a bit and we’ll see one of them. And I can prove 
to you it’s not all in my head.” 

“So...you don’t know what we’ll see out here?” I say, scanning 
the trees lining the tracks. I am suddenly certain Kyle is an asshole 
whose friends are about to jump out and scare me. That this is all 


some fucking prank on the gay kid. It occurs to me then just how 
little physical affection I’ve received from Kyle in the last two 
weeks. It could have all been fake. 

Oh, God. What if it was all fake? 

“No,” he says, and at first, I think he’s heard my thoughts. Then 
I realize he’s just answering the question I asked a moment earlier. 
“I have no idea who we will see out here, but there will be someone 
eventually,” he continues. “And once you see them, you'll know 
Tuesday nights are real and necessary for me. That it’s not some 
crazy illusion.” 

I lick my lips nervously. “Are we really out here looking for 
ghosts, Kyle?” 

“Well...yeah.” 

I stop on the tracks and glare at him. “Just get your friends out 
here and be done with it!” I growl. I can tell by the look on his face 
that I have surprised and startled him. I’ve even surprised myself, to 
be honest. 

“Wh-what?” 

“You’ve brought me out here to scare me. Maybe film it for 
everyone to see at school tomorrow. Everyone will laugh at me.” 

“No! No, you’ve got it all wrong,” he tries to assure me, and I 
swear he sounds genuine. “That’s not what’s going on at all, Ben. 
Please believe me. Everything I’ve told you is the truth.” 

“Prove it,” I say, my voice shaking now. I can’t hold it back. 

“How? I mean, we’re here. All we can do now is wait and see if 
anyone shows.” 

I look up and down the tracks, and decide I’ve had enough. I 
begin back the way we came, ready to return home. Kyle calls out 
for me, but I don’t look back. I soon realize I’m crying as I storm 
away from him and into a denser cloud of fog. 

“Stop your tears,” someone grumbles nearby. 

I stop, frightened. This is it. One of Kyle’s friends out here to 
prank me. 

“Fuck off,” I snap, hoping to sound tougher than I am. 

“Boy, I would watch that mouth of yours with me, or you 
might just get choked.” 

I spin in place, in search of the body broadcasting the voice. It 
seems to come from every direction. I don’t know which way to 
look. 

“Stop being an asshole,” I say, trembling from head to toe. 


A face finally appears in the fog. It’s an older guy, maybe in his 
thirties. He’s got a lot of scruff on his face, as well as dirt and sweat. 

How could he be hot enough to sweat? It’s so cold out! 

“Who...who are you?” I ask. This isn’t someone from school. 
Maybe it’s a student’s older brother? Did Kyle have an older 
brother, too? Or maybe a cousin? 

“No one you should be pissing off with your whiny bullshit,” 
the guy says, coming closer. He seems to float through the fog. His 
clothing is different. The styles are old, like from the fifties, maybe. 
And his hair is super greased with gel. 

I stumble back several steps and shoot a look over my shoulder, 
hoping to see Kyle. I scream his name, but the older guy 
immediately charges me. I throw up my arms to defend myself, but 
the man passes right through me. Confused, I turn around to see 
him on the other side now. 

What the hell? 

“Oh, I see,” the man growls, turning to face me once more. 
“You’re one of those damn living boys, aren’t ya?” 

“What?” 

The man charges me once more and, again, I throw up my 
arms instinctually. For the second time, I feel nothing but a brush of 
cold air, and the guy is behind me cursing like a sailor. 

“Who are you?” I ask again, looking at him with full eyes. 

The man laughs, placing his hands deep in his pockets. “T’ll tell 
you what,” he says. “You kill yourself and come back here once it’s 
done. That way we can meet properly.” 

The sinister man grins, and I hurry past him. The point where I 
arrived on the Dead Tracks is ahead of me now, and I’m eager to 
leave. I don’t think I will ever be coming back here if I can help it. 


At school Thursday, I make a point to seek out Kyle between 
classes, knowing he has Biology second period. I barely manage to 
catch him before he disappears into his classroom, but luckily, he 
hears me shouting his name. Others turn to give me a look in the 
process, but I don’t care. This is important. 

“Ben?” he says, a little surprised to be seeing me. 

I’m out of breath but spit out the words as best I can by the 
doorway. “I believe you,” I tell him. 

Kyle takes a moment to process this, then smiles hopefully. 


“Really?” 

“Hard to argue the existence of a ghost running through me 
twice,” I say quietly, not wanting others to hear us. I feel crazy just 
saying it out loud. 

Kyle looks off into the crowd, thinking. Then he turns back to 
me—dquicker than I expected—and kisses me hard on the lips. ’m 
taken by surprise but return the pressure. Once Kyle has pulled 
away, he’s already halfway through the door. 

“Thanks, Ben. I will see you later, okay?” 

Then he’s gone. I laugh a little and turn back down the hall, my 
second period class being on the other end of the school. Above, the 
bell rings to signal that I’m late. But I don’t care. 

Kyle kissed me and ghosts can’t hurt me. For now, I’m riding 
the clouds. 


AN: When this one was first published as an ebook single, the plan was 
to turn it into a novella or novel. Sometimes, I still think I’ll do that, but 
it also seems unlikely at this point. Still I love it. 


MOODS 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


When the darkness falls and the rain follows, 
I will crack open my skull and tip it over, 
Allowing the storms inside me to pour out. 


AFTER DEATH 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


What happens when we break, and the pieces become scattered? 
Fragments in the snow or atop the stone, 
The dirt, 
Sinking in the water. 
Difficult to gather and put back together. 


What happens when our souls disengage from our bodies? 
Do we become homeless and lost, or forget who we are? 
Will they see us? Will they hear us? 


Life is such a strange thing. 


So, again I ask: 
What happens when we break, and the pieces become scattered? 


THE SINKING: 
A 
SCREENPLAY 
ADAPTATION 


This version of “The Sinking” was written to play as an anthology 
special with a rough runtime of forty-five minutes. 


OS = off-screen 
INT = interior setting 
EXT = exterior setting 


1 INT. THE HANOVER HOUSE - HALLWAY - NIGHT 


Light spills sideways from O.S., the living room visible at the end of 
the hall. A lamp has been knocked over, casting shadows. We hear 
movement and someone grunting. There’s a struggle taking place. 


CAROL HANDOVER drops down into sight with her husband, 
WALTER HANDOVER, climbing on top of her to choke her. His 
hands wrap around her neck as she claws at him desperately. 
CAROL is a small woman, short and slender. WALTER is only 
average in height, but much bulkier; she’s no match against him. 


FADE OUT. 


2 INT. LIVING ROOM ENTRANCE - CONTINUOUS 


FADE IN: A closer shot as the CAMERA zooms in on the act. 
WALTER is sweating and straining, his eyes crazed, as he continues 
to choke CAROL to death. 


CAROL’S strength is depleted. She stops struggling, and her hands 
drop off WALTER’S arms. He relaxes atop her and slides his grip 
from her neck. Realization overcomes him. WALTER has killed his 
wife. 


3. INT. LIVING ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


We view the living room from above the spilled lamp and its 
sprayed light over WALTER. He has straightened atop CAROL and is 
staring at her corpse with a look of fear and disbelief. 


Then a smile forms. WALTER hitches a laugh and looks around. 
Then he turns back to CAROL and laughs again. He lightly smacks 
her on the cheek twice, but she doesn’t move. 


WALTER 
I did it. I fucking did it. 
(Smiles) 
I'll be damned. 


WALTER picks himself up and continues to look down at CAROL. 
He is wondering what he should do with her. He looks around the 


room, which is a mess from their fight. Their last fight ever. 


Then WALTER spots the large trunk against the wall, beneath the 
mounted landline telephone. WALTER leaves CAROL and crosses to 
the trunk. He removes the blanket and teddy bears resting atop the 
lid and tosses them to the side. 


He opens the trunk. 


4 INT. THE TRUNK - CONTINUOUS 


We see the inside of the trunk. Its contents are divided—one side 
contains stacked books, the other folded sheets. 


5 INT. THE HANOVER HOUSE - LIVING ROOM - 
CONTINUOUS 


WALTER is bent over the open trunk. He reaches inside and begins 
lifting out the sheets, careful not to unravel them. He rests the stack 
onto the backside of the couch, and then proceeds to remove the 
stacks of books. He puts these down on the floor beside the trunk. 


6 INT. HALLWAY - A MOMENT LATER 
Skip ahead a minute. 


We see CAROL still lying at the entrance of the living room. We 
catch a glimpse of WALTER as he moves over to her feet (O.S.), 
picks her up by the ankles (O.S.), and drags her to the trunk (taking 
her O.S.). 


7 INT. LIVING ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


View from above the opened and emptied trunk. We see WALTER 
drag CAROL to its location, release her legs, and move around to 
collect her from under her armpits. He lifts her up into the trunk 
awkwardly, throwing over her limbs as he goes to fit her inside. 


Once CAROL is on her side at the bottom of the trunk, her one leg 
still sticking up and out, WALTER takes a moment to look down at 
her. 


CAROL’S eyes are still open, bloodshot. WALTER feels a shiver run 


down his spine as he stares into them momentarily. 


WALTER 
Knock it out. 


CAROL’S eyes remain open and still, glazed over. She is looking 
right through him, through the ceiling beyond him. And yet, 
somehow that strikes WALTER as worse than if she were meeting 
his gaze. It’s as if she is too disappointed to make true contact. 


WALTER 
For fuck’s sake. 


WALTER folds in CAROL’S leg that is still sticking out of the trunk, 
and then shuts the lid. 


CLOSE UP: WALTER’S face. We search his eyes. There’s relief, but 
also fear. Sweat is still shining from his brow. 


WALTER stands from beside the trunk but doesn’t leave just yet. 
Instead, he looks down at it for a long moment before finally 
turning away. His eyes land on the stacked books, which he then 
places atop the lid of the trunk. 


Once he’s finished, WALTER turns his back on the trunk and looks 
back at the surrounding room. The mess can wait. 


WALTER exits to the adjoining kitchen. 


8 INT. KITCHEN - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER goes to the refrigerator and collects a beer. He turns to the 
oven and checks the clock display as he takes his first drink: 11:03 
PM. 


WALTER turns off the kitchen light as he exits. 


9 INT. LIVING ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


As WALTER passes through the living room toward the hallway, he 
pauses and looks toward the fallen lamp and its pool of light. He 
then crosses to the lamp, bends down, and fingers the twist switch. 


10 EXT. THE HANOVER PROPERTY - NIGHT 


We see the house and its quiet lawn as the illumination of the living 
room is extinguished. The property is surrounded by trees—the 
neighbors don’t live close enough to have heard a sound. 


CUT TO BLACK. 
TEXT TITLE: THE SINKING. 


11. INT. THE HANOVER HOUSE - MASTER BEDROOM - 
MORNING - THE NEXT DAY 


Sunlight is peeking through the curtains and warming the bedside 
closest to the window, which is empty. WALTER sleeps on the 
opposite side, still in darkness. 


There’s an alarm clock resting on the nightstands that reads 7:59 
AM. It changes over to the next hour, and the radio begins to play. 


BOTTOM LEFT SCREEN, TITLE TEXT: JULY 13, 1999. 


With the music, WALTER stirs from his sleep. After a moment, he 
finally sits up and stretches. He then looks to the empty bed space 
beside him and is reminded of his crime. 


WALTER smooths the blankets of the empty bedside, and then gives 
it a gentle pat. 


WALTER 
(Sighs) 


Well... I suppose I can stretch out now. 


WALTER hitches a laugh, shakes his head, and gets out of bed. He 
takes his robe off its hook and throws it on. Underneath, he is only 
wearing his underwear. 


12 INT. HALLWAY - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER exits the bedroom, goes down the hall, and turns into the 
bathroom. We remain in the hall as he urinates in short bursts. 
When he returns to the hall, he is adjusting his robe. 


13. INT. LIVING ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER emerges from the hallway and moves directly to the couch 
to take a seat. He finds the remote between the cushions and flips 
on the TV. He watches it for a moment before looking around the 
room, which remains a mess from the night before. 


His eyes come to the trunk as he twists around in place on the 
couch. His gaze lingers there, as if he’s listening carefully for sound. 
When there’s none, he returns his attention to the TV. 


14 EXT. THE HANOVER PROPERTY - BACKYARD -— 
MIDMORNING 


We see a large shed with a ramp, its doors thrown open. Then we 
hear the sound of a motor as WALTER drives out on a riding 
lawnmower. He proceeds to cut the lawn. 


15. EXT. DRIVEWAY - MIDMORNING - AN HOUR LATER 


View on the trashcans against the side of the house as WALTER 
dumps in two large garbage bags. 


16 INT. THE HANOVER HOUSE - DINING ROOM - LATE 
MORNING 


WALTER returns inside through the rear sliding door connected 
with the dining room. The table there is clear apart from some mail 
and an open newspaper. 


WALTER stops at the table to look at it from a standing position but 
is interrupted when the phone rings. He looks over at the adjoining 
living room, tired and uninterested. 


17. ‘INT. LIVING ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER turns the corner from the dining room and into the living 
room, crossing over to the trunk where the landline telephone is 
mounted on the wall. He takes the receiver off its hook and places it 
against his ear. 


WALTER 
Hello? 


JANICE REISS (0.S.) 
Afternoon, Walter. Is my daughter there? 


WALTER 


(Immediately annoyed) 
Sorry, Janice. She went out with one of her girlfriends. 


JANICE (0.S.) 
I told her I'd call today. 


WALTER 
Don’t know what to tell you. Did you expect her to wait by the 
phone all day? 


JANICE (0.S.) 
Why the attitude, Walter? 


WALTER 
I’m simply trying to clean up the house. Carol isn’t here. So, I’m 
going to go now. 


Before JANICE can say anything more, WALTER ends the call. He 
then looks down at the trunk below the telephone mount. 


WALTER 
Your bitch mother called. 
(Laughs) 
Maybe I should stuff her in the trunk next. 
(Looks off sideways) 
Sadly, the blender is simply too small. 


WALTER exits the living room from the front door, returning 
outside. On his way out, he grabs his keys and wallet from the 
nearby hutch. 


18 EXT. LEAKWOOD STREET —- LEAKWOOD - AFTERNOON 


WALTER drives his car through town, the old part some call the 
historic district. At its end is the wharf, surrounded by a 
neighborhood of middle-class homes. This is where WALTER is 
headed—he enjoys walking by the water and reading at the benches 
placed about. He visits this section of Leakwood often. Up the hill 


from the wharf is the bar he frequents, as well as a Chinese 
restaurant and a used bookstore. 


We watch as WALTER drives down Leakwood Street, down the hill 
toward the wharf. 


19 EXT. LEAKWOOD WHARF - PARKING LOT - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER steps out of his parked car and walks to the wharf. It’s 
beautiful out. The water is peaceful. In his hands, WALTER is 
carrying a worn paperback novel. 


He takes a seat on one of the benches facing the bay and begins to 
read. 


VIEW ON: The book as WALTER flips to the next page. The name of 
a character wiggles and changes to “Carol.” Then it happens again 
in another spot of the page. And then another. CAROL’S name is 
suddenly multiplying all over the page. 


WALTER grunts and slams the novel shut. He looks out across the 
water and sighs, running a hand through his thinning hair. He 
tosses the paperback beside him on the bench. 


As he sits there trying to enjoy the peace of the wharf, he thinks he 
sees something out on the water. Gradually, it nears. The closer it 
gets, the more interested WALTER becomes. Then we can tell 
clearly that the object moving through the water toward WALTER is 
the top of a head peeking up. 


WALTER 
What the fuck? 


WALTER jumps up and moves to the edge of the water. The head 
rises higher from the water and reveals CAROL. WALTER steps 
backward, sickened and frightened. 


CAROL’S semi-submerged head moves up to the wharf, her eyes set 
hard on WALTER. 


CAROL 
You will choke on your regret. 


WALTER, shaking, turns away from the water and heads back in the 


direction of the parking lot. After a few steps, he looks back over 
his shoulder at the bay. CAROL is gone. He realizes he’s left his 
book behind and cautiously approaches the bench to retrieve it. 
Once the paperback is back in his hands, he turns to leave (but not 
before glancing back at the water). 


CAROL is submerged again, watching him. 


WALTER shivers, curses, and hurries away, back to his parked car. 


20 EXT. THE HANOVER PROPERTY — EVENING 


WALTER’S car is in the driveway, and all is quiet. The sun is 
beginning to set. 


21 INT. THE LIVING ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


As WALTER watches TV, his stomach grumbles. He calls over his 
shoulder (in the direction of the trunk) to CAROL. 


WALTER 
Make yourself useful, honey, and get dinner going. 


No response. 


WALTER 
I see how it is. You’re just going to lie around all day, huh? Even 
after I mowed the lawn and cleaned this place up. 


(Looks over at the trunk) 
You lazy shit. 


WALTER turns back to the TV and drinks from the beer in his hand. 
A moment later, his stomach grumbles again. 


WALTER 
Damn it. 


WALTER gets up from the couch and heads toward the kitchen. 


22 INT. THE KITCHEN - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER looks into the freezer drawer, shuffles through its 
contents, and takes out a TV dinner. He looks it over and shrugs. 


WALTER 
Guess I need to go to the grocery store. 


23 EXT. FOOD LION - EVENING 


We see the Food Lion grocery store with a fairly busy parking lot. 
People fresh off from work are inside picking up dinner and snacks. 


24 INT. FOOD LION —- CONTINUOUS 


WALTER pushes a cart down the aisle of cookies and crackers. His 
cart is mostly junk food; he is saving refrigerated and frozen items 
for the end — then he will stock up on microwave dinners and pizza. 


After WALTER has grabbed some snacks, he exits the aisle and turns 
down the next. Ahead is a WOMAN, older and wearing a fluffy, 
purple blouse. WALTER knows her and is disgusted by her. The 
WOMAN looks up from her shopping list, spots WALTER before he 
can turn back, and approaches him. 


WOMAN 
Don’t tell me Carol entrusted you to do the grocery shopping alone. 


WALTER 
She is busy packing. 


WOMAN 
Packing for what? 


WALTER 
She’s going on a trip with some friends. Tomorrow. 
(Making it up as he goes) 
So this shopping is primarily for me while she is gone. 

WOMAN 

(Looking into his cart) 

Isn’t she going to care about all this junk food you’re buying? 

WALTER 

(Shrugs) 


I don’t care. While she’s away, I get to play. 


The WOMAN eyes him and starts pushing her cart past him. 


WOMAN 
Well, good luck with all that. 


WALTER 
(Gestures to ugly blouse) 


Yeah, you, too. 


WALTER pushes his cart down the aisle away from the WOMAN’S 
glare. 


25 INT. THE HANOVER HOUSE - THE BEDROOM - NIGHT 


As WALTER tries to sleep, he overheats and sweats. He tosses and 
turns, kicks back the covers, and finally switches on the bedside 
lamp. 


REVEAL: At the end of the bed, sitting cross-legged, is CAROL. 


WALTER 
Jesus, what are you doing here? 


CAROL 
It’s hot in here. 


WALTER 
What’s your point? 


CAROL 
It’s hot in hell, too. Not that I would know. 


WALTER 
Got lucky, huh? 


CAROL 
You won't. 


WALTER 
Fuck off, won’t you? 


REVEAL: The bed is empty, other than WALTER. 


WALTER 
That’s better. 


WALTER throws back the rumpled covers from his feet and exits the 
bedroom. 


26 INT. THE HALL - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER moves to the thermostat and sees that it has been set to 
85. He curses and moves it down to 68. He then turns back to the 
bedroom, closing the door behind him once inside (as if that will 
keep out CAROL). 


27 INT. THE BATHROOM - MORNING 


WALTER steps into the running water of the shower, half asleep and 
miserable. 


He applies soap over his body and rinses. As he goes to use the 
shampoo, the water temperature begins to increase. Startled, 
WALTER jumps back a step and almost slips. He curses and reaches 
to fiddle with the controls. As he does, steam rises quickly, the 
water now boiling. By the time he’s switched off the water, his arm 
is bright red from being burned. 


WALTER hurries out of the shower, holding his arm in pain and 
shouting about the “goddamn shower.” He goes to the steamed 
mirror and turns on the cold sink water. He checks the temperature 
first before moving his arm under the stream. 


Briefly, WALTER glances at the mirror. He then does a double take 
to see what has been written there in the condensation: HELL IS 
WAITING FOR YOU. 


WALTER angrily wipes away at the mirror, and is frightened to see 
CAROL in the reflection, standing in the shower behind him. He 
spins around to find the room empty. WALTER grumbles some 
more, turns off the sink, wraps a towel around himself, and exits 
the bathroom. 


The mirror now reads: IT ONLY GETS HOTTER. 


28 INT. THE KITCHEN —- CONTINUOUS 


WALTER enters the kitchen and goes to the freezer drawers of the 
refrigerator. Inside, he removes an icepack and wraps it in a towel. 


29 INT. THE LIIVNG ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


As he exits the kitchen, he places the pack against his burned arm 
and kicks the trunk with CAROL inside. 


WALTER 
You're starting to smell, sweetheart. 


WALTER drops himself down onto the couch, finds the remote, and 
switches on the TV. 


WALTER 
Maybe it’s time to move you— 
(Looks over his shoulder at the trunk) 
—some place people won’t think to look. 


WALTER considers what to do. 


30 EXT. THE LEAKWOOD BAR - NIGHT 


The parking lot is fairly empty still. It’s a weekday night, and it’s 
only just gotten dark out. 


31 INT. THE LEAKWOOD BAR - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER is seated at the bar. There is a FEMALE BARTENDER 
behind the counter, cleaning up. WALTER finishes the tall glass 
before him and motions to her for a refill. 


FEMALE BARTENDER 
The same? 


WALTER 
Yes, thank you. 


The FEMALE BARTENDER pours him another and watches him 
sideways. She then brings him the glass. 


FEMALE BARTENDER 
Are you doing okay? 


WALTER smiles at her, lifting his drink to his lips. 


WALTER 
Much better now. 


The FEMALE BARTENDER returns the smile and moves on. 
WALTER drinks. 


A NEIGHBOR from down the road—named JERRY PORTER— 
appears and takes a seat two stools down from WALTER. He is fat, 
gross, and wearing clothes stained with food. He orders a rum and 
coke, and realizes he knows the person seated nearby. 


JERRY 
Well, hey there, Walt! You going solo tonight? 


WALTER has never liked JERRY and has no interest in conversing 
with him. This much is made immediately clear. 


WALTER 
Yup. 


JERRY’S drink arrives and he swallows greatly from it, as if dying 
of thirst. 


JERRY 
(To BARTENDER) 


Oh, can I also have some nachos? 


(To WALTER) 


So, where is the wife this evening? 


WALTER 
Gone out with some friends. 


JERRY 
Ladies’ Night, huh? 


WALTER 
More like Ladies’ Vacation. 


JERRY 
Oh, so she’s gone for more than just the night? 


WALTER simply nods. 


JERRY 
Well, I suppose everyone needs their space sometimes. 


WALTER 


Damn right. 


JERRY receives his nachos and is silent for a minute as he eats a 
few. WALTER exhales in relief, but it is short-lived. JERRY twists 
his enormous gut around to face WALTER a moment later. 


JERRY 
So, what are you planning to do? 


WALTER 
Hmm? 


JERRY 
With Carol away. 


WALTER 
Oh. I don’t know. 


(Considers this) 
Maybe Ill go away for a few days myself. 


JERRY 
You know where I like to get away? 


We can tell WALTER is dying for this conversation to end. 


JERRY 
There’s this small town in the mountains of Tennessee. Maybe seven 
hours from here, or less. Called Lydia’s Shadow. I go camping up 
Brother Mountain a few times a year, if possible. The town is right 
below its main camping grounds. The place is quiet and friendly... 
the views are wonderful. 


WALTER 
(Uninterested) 
You don’t say. 
JERRY 
You should go sometime. I’ll give you directions. 
WALTER 
(Lying) 


Tll think about it. 


WALTER’S night out has been bothered by JERRY long enough. He 
places three $5 bills on the counter and gets up to leave. As he 
turns to go, JERRY stops him. 


JERRY 
Hey, Walt! 


WALTER looks over his shoulder. 


JERRY 
Say hi to Carol for me. 


WALTER 


(Nods) 


Will do. 
WALTER leaves the bar. 


32 EXT. THE LEAKWOOD BAR - THE PARKING LOT - NIGHT 
Rather than return to his car, WALTER crosses the parking lot to the 
sidewalk. 

33 EXT. LEAKWOOD STREET —- SIDEWALK —- CONTINUOUS 


WALTER is taking a walk down to the wharf, which he visited 
earlier. JERRY soured his mood, so WALTER is hoping to regain 
some peace there (provided CAROL doesn’t make show up like last 
time). 


34 EXT. LEAKWOOD WHARF - CONTINUOUS 


WALTER walks to the water with his hands in his pockets. 
Cautiously, he looks out at the bay, but CAROL isn’t around. He 
sighs in relief. 


After making a loop around the small wharf, he decides he needs to 
pee and heads to the public restrooms. There’s a small, circular 
building nearby housing them. 

35 INT. MEN’S ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


After he’s finished urinating, WALTER goes to the sink to wash his 


hands. The mirrors are scratched up and cracked. Some have 
permanent marker on them—writing and little images. 


WALTER is looking down at his hands when he peers up at the 
mirror without much thought. He’s startled to see his name 
suddenly written in big letters across his reflection. 


WALTER 
What the fuck? 


He turns off the sink blindly as his eyes move from mirror to mirror. 
The sink beside him says YOU. The next says WILL. The final mirror 
reads PAY. 


WALTER 
(Reading aloud) 


“Walter, you will pay.” 


(Scoffs) 


What are you going to do, Carol? You’re dead and rotting in the 
living room. 


Reminded of this, WALTER thinks he needs to quickly plan a way to 
be rid of her corpse. He will also need to leave town, most likely. 
Unless he reports CAROL missing himself. Then maybe he will seem 
less suspect. 


He thinks he’ll have to write some notes down once back home, 
that way he can have himself covered. 


He looks at the mirror directly before him and smirks at the writing 
of his name. 


WALTER 
Tricks can only go so far, Carol. The truth is you can’t touch me. 


WALTER exits the men’s room. 


36 EXT. LOCAL 5 LIQUOR - PARKING LOT - NIGHT 


The liquor store has an attached gas station — currently in use by a 
trucker - when WALTER pulls in and parks out front of the shop 
doors. 


37. INT. LOCAL 5 LIQUOR - CONTINUOUS 


Inside, WALTER passes his old friend (and shop owner), RALPH, 
behind the counter on his way to the cooler doors. 


RALPH 
Wow, it’s been a while since I last saw you in here. The old lady let 
you off the leash for once? 


WALTER 
She’s out of town with some friends. 
(Opens cooler and retrieves a six-pack) 
So, no leash. 


WALTER takes his six-pack to the counter and eyes the cigarettes 
behind RALPH. RALPH looks over his shoulder to see what has 
WALTER’S attention. 


RALPH 
You want a pack? 
WALTER 
(Grins) 
Sure. Why the hell not. 


RALPH 
When the cat’s away— 


WALTER 
The dog comes out to play. 


WALTER passes a twenty-dollar bill to RALPH, who gathers his 
change. 


RALPH 
May as well live the good life while she’s away, right? 


WALTER 
For as long as possible. 


(Pockets wallet) 


RALPH 
How long do you get? 


WALTER 
Hmm? 


RALPH 
When does Carol come back? 


WALTER 
(Considering) 


A few days. I think. I’ll have to call and ask. 
WALTER turns to leave, gathering his six-pack and cigarettes. 


RALPH 
Enjoy. 


WALTER 
Oh, I will. 


WALTER exits. 


38 EXT. LOCAL 5 LIQUOR - PARKING LOT —- CONTINUOUS 
WALTER goes to his car, places his beer on the hood, and opens his 
pack of cigarettes. Once he has one between his lips, he unlocks the 
car and climbs inside with everything. 

39 INT. WALTER’S CAR - CONTINUOUS 

WALTER uses the car lighter on his cigarette before backing out of 
the parking space and leaving. 


40 INT. THE HANOVER HOUSE - THE LIVING ROOM - NIGHT 


WALTER emerges from the kitchen with his 
cigarette — almost gone now—and an opened 
beer. He drops down onto the couch where the 
TV is playing. Seinfeld is on, a show CAROL 
always hated. 


WALTER twists around to view the trunk. 


WALTER 
I bet you’re hating this. 


CAROL (0.S.) 
That I am. 


WALTER jumps and finds CAROL seated beside him on the couch. 


WALTER 
Christ, woman! 


CAROL 
Please change the channel. 


WALTER 
Absolutely not. I like this show. 


CAROL 
(Eyes him) 
Are you smoking? 
WALTER 
(Grins widely) 
Iam. 


CAROL rolls her eyes and looks at the TV with equal disgust. 


CAROL 
That death stick smells horrible. 


WALTER 
(Gestures over his shoulder) 
Not as bad as your rotting ass. 


CAROL 
I can’t believe you stuffed me in the trunk. 


WALTER 
I love it. 


CAROL 
How long are you planning to keep me in there? 


WALTER 


(Shrugs) 


Not much longer. The smell is getting difficult to ignore. 


CAROL 
Will you at least give me a proper grave? 


WALTER finishes his cigarette and drops it into a potted plant 
beside the couch. CAROL watches with annoyance. 


WALTER 
I don’t think so. A grave is likely to be discovered. 


CAROL 
Then where will you be taking me? 


WALTER 


(Drinks from beer) 

Maybe [ll drop you in the middle of the lake. Maybe I’ll burn down 

the house with you and the trunk still inside it. Maybe I'll drive you 
far away and dump you in a landfill somewhere. 


CAROL 
You do that. In every one of those scenarios, you'll be caught. 


WALTER 
(Glares at CAROL) 


How would you know? 


CAROL 
(Smiles) 


Just ignore me like you always have before. 


WALTER glares at her a moment longer before 
returning his attention to Seinfeld. He seems 
unsure of himself now. He takes out his phone 
and... 


REVEAL: WALTER is looking up plane tickets to Russia. 


CAROL 
Really? Russia? 


WALTER 
It’s where Snowden went. 


CAROL 
Assuming you ever get to run. 


CAMERA ON: WALTER. 


WALTER 
You're just trying to get in my head. 
CAROL (0O.S.) 
Aren’t I already? 


WIDEN SHOT: WALTER is alone on the couch with his phone in 
hand. Seeing CAROL gone, he narrows his eyes and looks around 
suspiciously. He then drinks from his beer and exhales unhappily. 


After a minute of personal consensus, WALTER returns to his 
phone. 


CAMERA ON: The phone screen as WALTER purchases a plane 
ticket (one way) to Russia for tomorrow evening. 
41 EXT. THE HANOVER PROPERTY — THE YARD —- MORNING 


WALTER wants to create the illusion of normalcy, so he starts the 
day by cleaning up the yard. Though it doesn’t need much just yet, 
he mows the grass. He also waters the gardens, picks up the sticks, 
and refills the bird feeders. 


Before returning inside, he crosses to the back shed. 


42 INT. THE SHED —- CONTINUOUS 

Inside the shed, we watch as WALTER locates several small 
canisters of lighter fluid. 

43 EXT. THE BACK DECCK —- MORNING 


At the back deck, WALTER lines up the cans atop the deck railing. 
He then looks around at the back yard and the house, taking it all 
then. He then steps off the deck... 


44 EXT. THE YARDS - CONTINUOUS 


... And crosses the side of the yard and into the front. He looks 
toward the road, which is quiet. The house is surrounded by trees; 
we can’t see any of the neighboring residences. 


WALTER looks around a little longer before deciding he hasn’t been 
watched. He then returns around the backside of the property, 
grabs one of the canisters of lighter fluid, and begins to splash the 
gardens of the house perimeter. 


Once the can is empty, he returns to the back deck and collects the 
others. With them, he goes into the house. 


45 INT. THE HANOVER HOUSE - THE KITCHEN - 
CONTINUOUS 


WALTER places the canisters down on the counter and looks around 
himself. He exits the kitchen. 


46 INT. THE LIVING ROOM - CONTINUOUS 


We see the main room; by the door are several suitcases. Things are 
gone from the shelves. WALTER places a hand on the couch and 
looks around, hovering over the framed photographs of a happier 
time. He then turns to the trunk, grabs it by a side handle, and 
drags it over to the suitcases with some difficulty. 


47 INT. THE BEDROOM - CONTINUOUS 

The drawers are open and emptied. Only CAROL’S things remain. 
It’s terribly quiet and still. 

48 THE HANOVER PROPERTY - THE DRIVEWAY - 
CONTINUOUS 


WALTER exits the house with the suitcases in tow and carries them 
over to the Ford Ranger parked in the driveway. Both WALTER’S 
and CAROL’S sedans are parked further up, beside the back deck. 


WALTER puts the suitcases in the passenger seat. He then goes 
around to the driver’s side, gets in, turns the engine over, and backs 


the Ranger up to the front door. 


He doesn’t bother to turn off the ignition. He just climbs out and 
disappears into the house with the door left open. 


A moment later, he returns, pulling CAROL’S trunk outside. We can 
tell it’s heavy and awkward. This is why he’s moved the Ranger 
closer to the front door. 


Once the trunk is sitting before the open truck bed, WALTER stops 
for a break. He’s breathing heavily already. 


WALTER 
Jesus, Carol. When did you get so fucking heavy? 


REVEAL: CAROL is sitting on the dropped tailgate, her legs kicking 
back and forth as they dangle over the edge. 


CAROL 
I'd give you a hand, but... 


WALTER glares at her. 


CAROL (CONT.) 
Yeahhhbh... 


WALTER reaches into his back pocket and takes out his pack of 
cigarettes. He removes one and places it between his lips. 


CAROL 
Do you think that will help you catch your breath? Regain some 
strength? 


WALTER 


(Muffled) 
Shut the hell up. 


CAROL 
(Watching as WALTER raises his pocket 
lighter) 
Careful now. You may be flammable. 


WALTER pauses and reconsiders the cigarette. He then removes it 
from between his lips and wedges it behind his ear. 


WALTER 
Damn it. 


CAROL 
That was a good choice after splashing my gardens with the lighter 
fluid. 


WALTER 
Why did you even warn me? 


CAROL 
The burning scenario isn’t fatal. The endgame isn’t as satisfying as 
letting you go unharmed at this point. 


WALTER studies her momentarily and then eyes the trunk. When he 
looks back up, CAROL is gone. He gathers himself and bends down 
to pick up the trunk. With some difficulty, he lifts it up onto the bed 
and pushes it to the back. 


He then disappears back inside the house, tired. A moment later, he 
returns with a garbage bag rattling with empty canisters. He is 
placing the last one inside when he emerges. 


WALTER shakes the bag, ties it shut, and tosses it noisily into the 
back of the truck. He then shuts the tailgate, smacks the side of the 
vehicle, and turns back to face the house. 


49 INT. THE HANOVER HOUSE - THE LIVING ROOM - 
MORNING 


We jump forward a short time. WALTER is standing in the main 
room with his lighter in (now gloved) hand. He takes one look at it 
all—dampness now all around from the splashed lighter fluid—and 
then sparks a flame. He tosses the flame against the wall where the 
trunk once rested, and the carpet there immediately catches fire. 
The flames climb the wall toward the mounted telephone and 
spread. 


WALTER hurries out the front door. 


50 EXT. THE HANOVER PROPERTY -— THE FRONT YARD - 
CONTINUOUS 


WALTER exits the house, closes the door, and quickly locks it 
behind him. He then rushes to the driver-side of the truck and 
climbs inside. 


A moment later, the vehicle rumbles to life, pulls back onto the 
driveway, and stops at the road. After checking for incoming traffic, 
WALTER turns the truck onto the road and vanishes from sight. 


We view the house, currently quiet and standing. But not for much 
longer. 


51 EXT. WOODED ACRES - THE BACK ENTRANCE - 
MORNING 


We see the truck from a birds-eye view turn into the neighborhood 
of WALTER’S youth. This back entrance is mostly farmland with 
just a few scattered homes visible. 


52 EXT. THE MAIN BACK ROAD - MORNING 


We continue to follow the truck from above. WALTER is further 
inside the neighborhood now, and there are rows of houses and 
yards. The speed signs read 25 MPH, and there are KIDS outside 
many of the homes. It’s a place for families. 


But there are also many surrounding trees. The neighborhood is in 
the clearing of a large forest. 
53. EXT. KNEEL CIRCLE - MORNING 


The truck turns down on a short road that loops back to the main 
road. About halfway down, the truck slows to a stop outside a split- 
level house. Beyond it is the forest, just miles and miles of trees. 


54 EXT. CHILDHOOD HOME - CONTINUOUS 


We watch as the truck slows to its stop outside of the house 
WALTER was raised. He looks across the passenger seat (and the 
suitcases there) and out the window at the house he once knew so 
well. 


Luckily for him, the driveway is empty. 


The house itself is a standard split-level, painted white with blue 
shutters. The stoop—once concrete—is now made of wood. The 
yard—once sectioned by gardens—has been overtaken with ivy. 


CAROL (0.S.) 
I bet a psychiatrist would have something to say about this. 


REVEAL: CAROL sitting in the passenger seat, the suitcases resting 
partially within her translucent form. 


WALTER 
Why? 


CAROL 
This is the house you grew up in. And now yow’re going to bury 
your wife behind it. 


WALTER 
What’s your point? 


CAROL 
(Shrugs) 


I just think they’d have something to say about it. 


WALTER rolls his eyes and drives forward enough to then angle the 
truck across the street. He lines up the backside with the driveway 
and reverses up the pavement. He doesn’t stop until he’s right 
against the backyard fence. 


55 INT. THE TRUCK - CONTINUOUS 


As WALTER parks the truck and removes his key from the ignition, 
CAROL turns to look at him. 


CAROL 
So, what's next? 


WALTER 
Just shut up already. 


WALTER opens his door and climbs out of the truck. 


56 EXT. CHILDHOOD HOME - THE DRIVEWAY - 
CONTINUOUS 


WALTER rounds the Ranger to the tailgate and drops it down. He 
pushes aside the trash bag of empty canisters and grabs the side 
handle of CAROL’S trunk. He pulls it toward him, grunting as he 
does so. 


Before he takes the trunk out completely, he looks across the 
backyard. There’s a picket fence going around it, and at the far end 
is a gate to the surrounding woods. This is where they are headed. 


WALTER gathers his strength, positions the trunk on the edge of the 
tailgate, and mumbles under his breath. Then he takes hold of both 
side handles and lifts the trunk out of the truck. 


Heaving and cursing, he turns to the backyard—the front gate 
already open—and steps onto the grass. 

WALTER 
(Straining) 

I swear you’re even heavier now. 

He continues slowly across the backyard to the woods. Every ten to 
twenty feet, he pauses and lowers the trunk down for a break. This 
is exhausting him, and he still has a half mile through the woods to 
his destination. 

WALTER 


(To himself) 
This is going to be hell. 


He picks the trunk up again and finally reaches the back gate. He 
puts CAROL down long enough to flip up the latch and pull the 
door forward through the grass. 


57 EXT. WOODED ACRES -— THE WOODS - CONTINUOUS 


We see WALTER carry CAROL “through the threshold” into the 
trees. Once he carried her into marriage; now he’s carrying her out 
of it. 


We watch as WALTER moves into the woods with the trunk, 
gasping and grunting, stopping occasionally to rest. 


CAMERA PANS UPWARD to the treetops. 


58 EXT. THE WOODS - MIDMORNING 


Time has passed. WALTER is taking a break when we return to him. 
His back is killing him and he’s dying for the trip to be over. He 
aches all over, but at least CAROL hasn’t popped back up to taunt 
him. 


He sits down on a log and kicks the trunk weakly. 


WALTER 
Thank God, I am almost rid of you. 


WALTER looks up at the trees above, and notes that their tops 
aren’t touching. Channel-like veins of space travel across the sky, 
letting in sunlight. “Crown shyness,” the phenomenon is called. 


WALTER smiles at the sight. 


WALTER 
Beautiful. 


He returns his attention to the trunk and stands over it. 


WALTER 
Let’s get this over with. 


59 EXT. THE WOODS - THE THICKET - MIDMORNING 


Before the swamp is a section of woods populated by tightly spaced 
thin trees. It’s difficult to move through, especially with a trunk. 


WALTER stops at its entrance, puts CAROL down, and curses. He’d 
forgotten about the thicket, as he always called it growing up. 


WALTER 
Of course ... 


(Looks left, then right) 


This will take forever to go around. 


WALTER steps up to the thicket and gauges the space he’d have if 
he tried going through the trees. After a moment of angling himself 
through the thickets, he looks back at the trunk. 


WALTER 
This will be harder... 


(Sighs) 


...but faster. 


60 EXT. THE THICKET - MIDMORNING 


We watch WALTER’S slow, difficult progress forcing his way 
through the thicket with the trunk in tow. At one point, he loses 
control and drops an end of the trunk into the leaves. We hear 
CAROL’S body bump around inside, but the latches keep the trunk 
from spilling open. 


WALTER curses, wipes the sweat from his brow, and leans close to 
the trunk. Playfully, he raps his knuckles against the wood several 
times. 


WALTER 
You alright in there? Not much further now. Here we go. 


He picks up the trunk once more. 


61 EXT. THE THICKET/THE SWAMP - MIDMORNING 


Finally, WALTER makes it to the end of the thicket and emerges 
into the outer boundaries of his destination: the swamp. 


We get an aerial view of the swamp, how the mush gradually grows 
thicker and covers more ground. There are thousands of mosquitoes 
and bugs in the air, and the smell is quite strong. 


WALTER puts CAROL down and looks out across the swamp 
happily. He places his hands on his thighs and exhales. 


WALTER 
Take a good look, sweetheart. 
(Looks down at the trunk) 
This is your new home. 
(Looks back across the swamp) 
Your grave. 


WALTER lifts the trunk again and starts walking into the muck with 
it. 


WALTER 
Just got to get deep enough to sink you. 


Soon enough, we can hear the sucking sound of WALTER’S boots in 
the mud as he starts to descend lower. He continues until more 
water appears, murky, thick, and disgusting. 


WALTER is about waist high—the trunk partly underwater now— 
when he pauses, his eyes widening. 


WALTER 


(Quietly) 


My chest... 


CAROL (0.S.) 
What was that, dear? 


REVEAL: CAROL in the swamp, standing not far from WALTER. 


WALTER 
(Still quietly) 
My chest...hurts... 
CAROL 
Could be a heart attack. 


(Shrugs, picks at her fingernails) 


You do eat like shit. Drink like shit. 


(Narrows eyes at him) 
Sneak cigarettes. 


WALTER’S face is stricken with pain. He’s having trouble breathing. 
Finally, he lets go of the trunk, unable to hold it up any longer. It 
sinks out of sight... 

62 INT. THE SWAMP - UNDERWATER - CONTINUOUS 

We watch the trunk fall through the thick water until it lands atop 
WALTER’S feet. 

63. EXT. THE SWAMP - ABOVE WATER - CONTINUOUS 
WALTER has his right hand on his breast and is trying to breathe. 


He looks toward CAROL, terror in his eyes. 


WALTER 
(Pleading) 


Help...me... 


CAROL 
And how do you expect me to do that? 


WALTER 


(Leaning forward, sinking) 
Please... 


CAROL 
Sorry, Walt. But you deserve this. 


WALTER looks at her. He is scared with tears in his eyes. 
CAROL 


(Nodding) 


You deserve this. 
WALTER straightens and looks up at the sky, still gripping his chest. 
We can tell he’s trying to shuffle his feet, but they’re pinned. 
64 INT. THE SWAMP - UNDERWATER - CONTINUOUS 
To illustrate the point, we see WALTER’S boots sunk into the mud 
with the trunk resting atop them. 
65 EXT. THE SWAMP - ABOVE WATER — CONTINUOUS 
CLOSE UP ON: WALTER’S panicked eyes. 


WALTER 
I...can’t...move... 


CLOSE UP ON: CAROL’S uncaring eyes. 


CAROL 
Let me help you with that. 


REVEAL: CAROL standing directly before WALTER. She leans close 


to him and blows. 


WALTER starts arching backwards now, too far. He’s falling slowly, 
still gripping his chest. 


WALTER 
Wait! 


BIRD’S EYE VIEW: WALTER looks up at the sky as he falls into the 
swamp water and begins to sink into its thick darkness. His right 
arm shoots out, reaching for anything. But nothing is there, not 
even CAROL. 


Bubbles pop up as WALTER swallows the swamp muck and chokes. 
His hand gets lower and lower until it’s just his fingertips visible. 
Then the bubbles stop, and his fingers go limp. 


CAMERA PANS UP: From WALTER and CAROL’S shared grave, 
WALTER'S fingertips still visible, unmoving. 


FADE OUT. 
SWALLOWING DARKNESS. 


66 EXT. THE HANOVER PROPERTY - MIDMORNING 


FADE IN: We see the house, burned, and partly collapsed. The yard 
is full of emergency vehicles and WORKERS. FIREFIGHTERS are 
searching the ashes. 


FADE OUT. 


67 EXT. CHILDHOOD HOME - THE DRIVEWAY - NOON 


FADE IN: An SUV pulls up behind WALTER’S truck and parks. A 
COUPLE steps out, and the MAN approaches the Ranger, looking 
inside at the suitcases. As he rounds to the backside, his WIFE 
speaks. 


WIFE 
Whose truck is this? 


HUSBAND 
(Looking at the trash bag) 


No idea. 


Both HUSBAND and WIFE look toward the backyard. The CAMERA 
moves beyond them, following their line of sight to the open gate. It 
continues into the woods and through the trees as the screen 
gradually FADES TO BLACK. 


QUE CREDITS. 


ANNIVERSARY 


My bedroom was different. Someone removed 
my things and replaced them. The bed that 
now occupied the room was small with 
bedsheets of Bluey. There was an art desk 
against the opposite wall, beside a toy chest. 
As I took in the various changes, it was clear a 
child had taken my place. But why? And how 
had they done it so quickly? I was only gone 


for... 

I realized then I didn't know the date. Regardless, I couldn't 
have been gone longer than two nights. I'd only been camping 
locally. Charlie and I took our things up Brother Mountain, just past 
Lydia's Shadow, only an hour’s drive from home. 

Speaking of Charlie, where was he? 

I exited my bedroom, and an idea occurred to me on my way 
downstairs. My parents must have taken in an exchange student, 
and with me living in the college dorm, they decided to put the kid 
in my spot. I couldn't blame them, though it seemed a bit fucked up 
to not even tell me my things were going to be boxed up for 
storage. 

I paused halfway down the stairs when the photos along the 
way caught my eye. This was not my family smiling back at me. 

Oh shit, am I in the wrong house? How stupid can I be? 


The front door was open, as if welcoming me outside for a 
look. I hurried onto the lawn and turned to view the property. It 
certainly looked like my parents’ place, and the number beside the 
door matched. But then who were those people in the photos? 
And...whose van was in the driveway? I didn't recognize it, nor was 
it new, because the inside was trashed with toys and food crumbs 
and little blankies. 

I looked toward the road and the other houses. This was 
definitely my address. I wasn’t in the wrong place. 

I hesitantly returned inside and explored the rest of the house. 
Everything was different. It looked like a family with two kids lived 
there now and had for some time. It wasn’t possible that my parents 
sold the house during my short trip. There was no way anyone else 
could have moved in that quickly and taken over this way. 

Which meant what for me? 

I took out my phone and tried calling my _ parents. 
Unfortunately, I had no signal, and my phone refused to connect to 
the Wi-Fi. 

Figures. 

Maybe Charlie knew something. Had he dropped me off here? I 
suddenly couldn't remember how I got home. My car was not 
outside. I didn’t even have my things I brought camping. 

What the hell was going on? 

I wandered down the street in search of someone familiar. But 
the world was quiet and uncomfortably still. I turned down the 
Jetsons' driveway and approached their front door. When I 
knocked, no one came to answer me. I tried the doorbell, too, but 
still no luck. I tried peering through the windows, but the house 
looked empty. 

Where the hell was everybody? 

I tried the next house with the same result. After scouring the 
neighborhood for a single soul and finding no one, I finally gave up 
and climbed into a hammock in the backyard. We never had one 
before, but the new owners must have brought this one when they 
took over the property. It was stiff and motionless, as if covered in 
freezing rain that had hardened with the cold. I thought it was odd, 
but I hardly cared. Instead, I wondered where my parents were 
since they hadn’t told me anything about moving. I thought they 
planned to retire here but they must have changed their mind. But 
why not tell me? 


None of this made sense. Everybody was 


gone, not just my parents. 

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. 

I don’t know how much time passed but I awoke to a buzzing 
sound that reminded me of placing my hand against the TV from 
when I was a kid and there was static all along the glass surface. It 
always tickled and crackled. I did it often back before the invention 
of flat screen TVs without the big boxes and tubes. 

I climbed out of the hammock and left the backyard in search 
of the sound, but it seemed to be coming from every direction. 
From the corner of my eye, a squirrel appeared in the lawn like the 
end of an Independence Day sparkler. It fizzed to life as I turned my 
head for a better look. Once its whole body had appeared, the 
critter seemed to come alive and scurried across the grass toward a 
nearby tree. The same thing happened on the road with a car, only 
slower. First, there were the headlights, then the hood. A moment 
later, the entire car was visible and moving. 

This was now happening everywhere. As I approached the 
sidewalk, I saw animals and cars and people sparkling to life, most 
in mid-action. Once fully realized, their movements were returned 
to them. 

I shook my head in disbelief and turned around to face my 
house. Were my parents maybe inside now? I hurried through the 
front door, which still stood open, and nearly crashed into a man 
crossing the foyer. I skidded to a stop and asked, “Who the hell are 
you?” but he stepped right through me and out the door. My gaze 
followed him as I patted myself down. 

How did he do that? 

I yelled after him again. “Hey! What the hell were you doing in 
my house?” 

The man didn’t acknowledge me. Instead, he approached a car 
that hadn’t been in the driveway a moment before and opened the 
rear passenger door. Inside, there was a kid strapped to a car seat. 
The father unbuckled the boy and lifted him out of the car. 

I turned back to the house and searched the ground floor for 
my parents. In the kitchen, I found a woman sparkling to life with 
grocery bags in both hands. She was in the process of placing her 
purchases onto the counter as she took shape. The moment she 
came to life, I tried talking to her, but she ignored me. So, I stood 


myself in front of her path to see if she’d stop. But, like her 
husband, she simply walked through me as if I wasn’t there. 

I thought of the hammock and its stiffness and began to wonder 
if I was no longer solid. The rope had not stretched under my 
weight, nor had it swayed in the air with me upon it. 

I reached for one of the grocery bags and felt it. The bag was 
like a stone against me. I gripped the hand and pulled but it did not 
move. I placed both feet against the side of the kitchen island and 
pulled again, as hard as I could. The handle slightly shifted, just 
enough for me to lose my footing and fall to the floor. 

So, I could manipulate objects, but it was incredibly hard to do 
so. 

As I picked myself back up from the floor, I saw the husband 
enter the house with the little boy in his hands. He placed the kid 
down and headed back outside. The kid ran toward me with a 
dinosaur toy in his hands. I didn’t bother moving for him because I 
figured he’d pass through me the same as his parents. Instead, he 
stopped short and looked at me with an arched eyebrow and his 
face scrunched up in confusion. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

I looked over my shoulder at his mom as she put the groceries 
away. She didn’t react to her son’s question. Was he really talking 
to me then? 

“Um,” I said, looking down at him, “I used to live here.” 

“But not anymore?” 

The mother turned toward us and asked her son, “Did you say 
something, dear?” 

She still couldn’t see me. 

“T’m talking to the man,” the boy told her. 

The mother’s eyes widened a little as she looked around the 
kitchen wearily. “What man?” 

The boy pointed at me, which looked more like he was 
pointing at his mother. She seemed relieved and chuckled a little. 
“What an odd, little game, Toby. Don’t scare me like that.” She 
turned back to her groceries and continued putting them away. 

I looked at the boy, scared. He looked back at me, curious. 
Then he reached his hand out to poke me, but his finger pushed 
through my wrist and out the other way. Now as scared as I, the 
boy yelped and ran off toward the stairs. 

I couldn’t take it anymore and went back outside to find the 


father gathering the rest of the grocery bags from the car. At least, 
he hadn’t finished that, or the door could have been closed. Then 
what would have happened to me? I would have been trapped 
inside the house with them, probably. 

As I crossed the lawn toward the road, I paused at the sudden 
realization I’'d never seen the car in their driveway before. I 
approached it from the rear and saw that it was a Toyota, but the 
model wasn’t one I’d ever heard of: Chikara. 

The father returned inside and closed the door behind him. 

I was alone again. I moved to the driver’s side door and tried 
opening it, but it was as hard to manipulate as the grocery bags. It 
was also probably locked. I pressed my face against the window and 
looked inside. The inside was more futuristic than anything I’d ever 
seen. The steering wheel looked more like the handles of a plane 
and there were dozens of buttons across the interface. And instead 
of one larger screen in between the seats, there were several of 
varying sizes. 

Just how much time had passed since I left for my trip? 

I eyed the neighborhood once more. Nothing else looked all 
that different. Just the car. I decided to check another and looked 
for something else unrecognizable. I found a large truck three doors 
down that had a cab that looked more like a tiny bedroom. There 
was even a small mattress inside with shelves built into the walls. 
From the front, I saw that the steering wheel was like the one at my 
house. 

Other cars seemed to look like the ones I knew. So, maybe not 
too much time had passed, but at least several years. I needed to 
find a calendar somewhere. 

No one had their doors open. The further I walked from my 
house, the longer I had to wait for things and people to appear. The 
buzzing in the air had not yet subsided. Sparklers were 
everywhere. 

Eventually, I made it out of the neighborhood and down the 
road toward the gas station. After waiting several minutes for 
patrons to spark into existence, I followed one into the mart to take 
a look around. There was a rectangular screen above the counter 
displaying the weather, Powerball information, time, and date. 

May 15, 2030. 

Six years. I’d been gone for six years. How? 

I needed to confirm what I already knew. What I wasn’t willing 


to accept. I left the mart and made my way to the cemetery. It took 
what must have been hours but I never physically tired. Mentally, I 
was drained. I was scared. I felt crazy. But physically, I wasn’t tired. 

In the cemetery, I searched for a long time. Plots aren’t 
arranged alphabetically, and I wasn’t positive my parents had still 
planned to use this church, but it was the one we’d attended all my 
life. 

Finally, I found what I was hoping didn’t exist. 

My tombstone. 

The date of my death was marked May 15, 2024. Exactly six 
years ago. Today was my anniversary. I had died during my trip, 
but how? Would I ever know? Did this mean I was a ghost, stuck in 
purgatory or something? Why had six years passed before my 
return? Had it just taken me that long to buzz back into 
“existence”? The people around were sparking to life in seconds. 
Why would I take six years? 

I stood there for the rest of the day, frozen in place. 

Aimless and terrified. 

Would there be anything else or was this it? 


AN: Death terrifies me. I’ve explored the afterlife in other stories before 
this and will continue to do so. As for the six years having passed since 
his death...I no longer remember if there was any significance to that 
number. Believe me, it frustrates me too. I must have had a reason for 
choosing six... I had my first kid six years ago, so maybe I wrote this 
kid’s camping trip to coincide with that major change in my life? I just 
don’t remember. 


THE HOUSE 
ON STINE 
WEATHERS 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


When my father wrote to me saying this house 
had multidimensional doorways, I could not 
help but abide curiosity and visit the place 
before putting it up for sale. I have no 
intention of keeping it, though his letter urged 
me to do so; I already have a house hundreds 
of miles away. My kids were born there and 
have been growing there for the past decade. 
None of us are interested in leaving it behind 
to move south, especially to a house my 
absent father lived in without ever telling me. 
All my life, I thought he was dead. Well, he is 
now. ’'d ask Mom about his place here on 
Stine Weathers Boulevard, but she’s gone, too. 


She passed shortly after I married Clarissa, not 
that the two occurrences are related. Mom 


loved Ris. 

And Dad never knew her, the piece of shit. Mom always told 
me he was a drunk idiot. That’s why we assumed he was dead—no 
one had heard from him since I was five. And Mom tried hunting 
him down, but no dice. Now I’ve been left his house, a rather large 
Cape Cod for a single man. He had no one else, to my knowledge. 
Neither his letter nor attorney mentioned anyone. I’m assuming he 
died alone, which suited me just fine. To think all these years, he 
was alive and ignoring his son...fuck you, Jon Marvis. If I don’t sell 
this place, Pll be burning it to the ground. 

But first, the “multidimensional” doors inside. I’ve got to see 
them. 

“Kinda big, don’t you think?” Mark asks me. He’s tagging along 
because he loves to destroy things, and I figured we’d bust up the 
house during our visit and then just sell it “as is.” 

“Maybe he had a secret family he didn’t tell his attorney about. 
Just like me and mom, left forgotten in New York.” 

“Lotta space here. Maybe you should rent it out.” 

I look from Mark to the house and shake my head. “Nah, I 
don’t want any reminders of Jon. Let’s just trash the place and 
enjoy the weekend.” I begin up the walkway toward the front porch 
with Mark a step or two behind me. 

There’s a stain glass window on the front door that Clarissa 
would love. I’m tempted to save it and somehow use it back home, 
but then ’d remember my father every time I look at it. It’s 
frustrating that Jon has this hold on me, even in death. When I 
unlock the door and step inside, I can’t help but think about this 
over and over. The house is beautiful. Figures. There’s even nice 
furniture inside. For a drunk, Jon lived in a clean home. Everything 
is neatly arranged. There’s even a study to my right. When I poke 
my head through its doorframe, I see shelves of books and strange 
skeletal fragments. 

Mark whistles over my shoulder as he also takes a peek, and 
says, “Damn. It sure as hell looks like Jon secretly had his shit 
together. Are you sure he was a drunk loser?” 

“That’s what Mom always told me,” I say lamely. Looking 
around Jon’s house, I can’t help but wonder if she was lying to 


protect me from the truth that Dad just didn’t want us. 

After a moment of hesitation, I step fully into the study for a 
closer look around. There’s a desk with a computer and dozens of 
sticky notes placed about. Most of them don’t make sense, but then 
I see one with directions that makes me read the others differently. 

“What are those?” Mark asks. 


“T think they’re about the doors,” I say, 
picking up a note that says STOMP TWICE, 
26” FROM STAIRS, BLACK SCUFF, GO 
DOWNSTAIRS. “The supposed doors, I mean.” 


Mark rounds the desk for a look himself. “Thirty-second panel 
from bedroom door, left side when exiting, tap four times...what 
the hell? This is so weird, man.” 

I snatch a stack of the notes and stuff them into my pocket. 
“We can test a few of these out and see just how crazy Jon was, 
after all.” 

Mark laughs and shakes his head. “I’m half expecting we find a 
room with the number 23 written everywhere.” 

I move to the bookshelves and scan the titles present. Though I 
don’t spot anything odd—Jon mostly read fiction, for the most part 
—I can’t help but think there was something right in front of me 
that I was missing. 

“What exactly did your father’s letter say?” Mark asks as we 
explore the rest of the house. 

“Well...he didn’t tell me why he left or anything. He basically 
talked about the house, this street, and the doorways. He didn’t 
apologize for leaving me and Mom. He didn’t even breach the 
subject. You’d think there was no bad blood between us the way he 
talked so casually,” I explain. “Even the crazy stuff was written like, 
‘Oh, FYI, there’s some wild shit here you should see.’ I don’t know... 
he told me not to sell the house, though.” 

“Oh, really? How come?” 

“Because of the doorways,” I say, climbing the stairs to the 
second floor. “He said our world could end if the wrong person had 
access to this house.” 

Mark snorts. “Well, what about whoever had the house before 
him?” 

“Fuck if I know, man. It was a disappointingly short letter.” 


“What about your father’s attorney? He didn’t have anything to 
add?” 

“He claimed to have never read the letter. He said he didn’t 
know Jon on any personal level.” 

Mark taps on a photograph on the wall as we turn into a 
hallway. It’s an older man but not Jon. “Who’s this schmuk?” 

I look at the photo and shrug. “Beats me. Maye he’s my 
grandfather.” 

“You know, Jon had neighbors. Maybe we should ask them 
about him,” Mark suggests. 

“Yeah, maybe,” I say, not really that interested in what my 
father was up to all these years. 

We enter Jon’s bedroom—as evident by its arrangement of 
personal affects—and snoop around. Everything looks so...normal. 
And it pisses me off. 


The more of the house we see, the angrier 
I become. Other than the ramblings of the 
sticky notes, everything looks so nice and 
warm, like a family could have lived here. 
Was my father really the only one to ever be 
here? There are two guest rooms down the 
hall, both with beds, dressers, and televisions. 
We check each for clothing or any sign of a 
second or third person, but there’s nothing 
personal in the rooms. Although, the beds do 
look slept in, which is odd. Maybe my father 
had regular house guests. Or he slept in a 
different room every night, dependent on his 
psychosis for the day. 


I think of the secret doorways once more. How can I not? I 
reach into my pocket and retrieve the stack of notes I have stored 
there. As I flip through them, Mark looks out a bedroom window 
and says, “I think there’s an underground bunker in the backyard.” 

I turn to look at him. “Excuse me?” 


“Come over here. Check this out.” Mark points to a steel door 
in the center of the backyard, flat against the grass. There’s even a 
panel beside it with a blinking green light. “What do you think that 
means?” he asks. 

I shrug and say, “Only one way to find out.” 


There are handles along the bottom and top of the door, as well as 
along the right side. The blinking light is faint in the daylight but 
still visible enough to signal someone paying attention. 

“Looks a bit like a trap door,” Mark says. “Should we open it?” 


“Might as well,” I tell him, reaching down 
and—with some strenuous effort—pulling the 
door up using both the bottom and side 
handles. Its full size is only 4x4 or so, and as 
such Mark is correct—it does look like a trap 
door. But instead of wood, it’s steel and heavy 
as hell. 


“Jesus,” I grumble, pushing the door upright on its hinges 
where it stays in place. Below, there’s a ladder on the top side and 
darkness, except for the generous blinking of another green light 
some ten feet down. 

“Umm...you going down there?” Mark asks. 

“You’re not coming?” 

“T think someone should stay with the door, in case it closes 
and locks or something.” 

I grumble and position myself at the top of the ladder. “Is your 
phone’s sound on?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Keep an ear out for me if I call you.” 

“Sure.” 

I begin down the ladder and reach the cold bottom a moment 
later. The blinking light is coming from the wall of a hallway 
leading in the direction of the house. 

“T think this goes under the house,” I call up the ladder. 

“Really?” Mark says. “I thought there was a basement already.” 

“Maybe they connect,” I suggest. “I don’t know.” I take out my 


phone and shake it to activate the flashlight feature. After several 
feet of steel, the walls turn to dirt and planks of wood; the tunnel 
looks like a homemade mine of some sort. I curse seeing it. I’m not 
very keen on being buried alive. I look back up the ladder and say, 
“Wish me luck!” 

“Don’t die,” Mark calls back. 


How comforting, I think, moving forward 
beyond the blinking light. Ahead, along the 
tunnel walls are lanterns every fifteen feet or 
so, unlit, of course. I don’t have any matches 
but maybe they aren’t needed. I check the first 
one I reach, and it flicks to life with ease. 
Thankfully, it takes batteries. After the second 
lantern, the tunnel splits at a fork with widely 


curving paths. 

I must be at the foot of the back door, I tell myself. My guess is 
the tunnels leading around the house rather than through the 
basement. 

I check my phone and see I have a signal, however weak. It’s 
better than nothing and puts me more at ease. But which path 
should I take? If they just lead around to the front yard, does it 
matter? 

“But why have this at all?” I wonder aloud. What purpose is 
there to have tunnels circling your house? Are they just for hiding 
or do they actually lead somewhere other than the front of the 
property? 

My phone chimes with a text message 
notification from Mark. It reads, Find anything 
good? I type back, Tunnels. Then I choose the 
right forking path and hold my phone’s 
flashlight before me, all the while switching 
on any lanterns I pass. ’ve walked for roughly 


a minute when a new turn presents itself on 


my right side. Wouldn’t that lead to the 
neighbor’s house? I pause and_ consider 
whether or not I should check, eventually 
opting to see if my new suspicions are true. | 
take the right and follow it for about a 
hundred feet before coming to another carving 
fork. I stop and check my phone. I still have a 
weak signal, which I use to tell Mark what I’ve 
found. These tunnels go into other people’s yards! 

I turn back around to put myself back on 
my father’s property. As I’m making my way 
back toward the front yard, Mark texts back, 
Was your dad a perve or something? I laugh. 
How the hell was supposed to know? Maybe 
his neighbors were in on it. Maybe all of Stine 


Weathers was connected underground. 

When my path curves widely again, I assume I’ve entered the 
front yard. Within seconds, more turns appear, every ten feet or so. 
They must go across the street to other houses. Jesus. I shake my 
head and follow the main tunnel back to my original fork and 
return to the ladder. It takes about five minutes. I walk slowly and 
count the number of paths I pass along the way. Once I’ve emerged 
back outside, I find myself alone. 

“Mark?” I call. 

There’s no answer. 

I’m about to head inside the house when I realize something is 
off. Something has...changed. I look around myself and nearly have 
a heart attack when I realize the trap door is no longer steel but 
made of wood with handles of thickly woven rope. And that’s not 
the only difference; the blinking light has vanished entirely. 

I swallow shakily and try to calm myself. Maybe I emerged 
from the wrong entrance. I look back at the house to confirm it’s 
my father’s, but the paint is different. Before, it was dark blue—now 


it’s a faded yellow and peeling. The grass is also longer, as if it 
hasn’t been cut recently. I turn and spot a swing set near the fence. 
Was that there before? I don’t think so. 

I check my phone, but I have an X instead of signal. 


“Shit. What the shit?” 


I approach the house cautiously, as if it may bite me. When I 
open the door, I step into the laundry room, which is no longer tidy. 
Much worse is the fact that the washing machine looks ancient. And 
there’s sound elsewhere in the house. Though I’m tempted to call 
Mark’s name again, I refrain. In the kitchen, everything is outdated. 
As I look around, I realize it reminds me of the kitchen I had as a 
kid in our first house. This would have been ’83-88. Have I 
somehow gone back in time? Rather than continue my exploration, 
I remain in the kitchen and spread out my father’s sticky notes 
across the tile countertop. I search them for answers and eventually 
find a note that partially mentions the underground entrance in the 
backyard, suggesting one of the doorways my father spoke of in his 
letter. But there’s nothing about how it’s used or where it leads. So, 
I fish out my father’s letter from my wallet. I had hidden it there, 
not wanting Mark to know I’d held onto the damn thing. I didn’t 
want him or anyone to think there was some sort of sentimental 
reasoning behind the choice. 

I unfolded the single page—written front to back—and 
flattened it beside the sticky notes. 


Simon, I am leaving you all that I have in 
this dimension. That includes my house 
on 11 Stine Weathers Blvd. and 
everything inside. My bank account is 
minimal but also yours. I wouldn’t worry 
about the car—I’ll have drowned myself 
in the lake with it by the time you receive 
this letter. I deserve worse, I’m sure youll 
agree, but I’m also a coward. Drowning 
in a metal box seemed as much a 


punishment as I could handle doing to 
myself. You’re probably wondering where 
I’ve been all your life. The truth is, I 
wasn’t gone very long on my end, though 
it was more than 30 years for you. Let 
me tell you a quick story of how it came 
to this. My house was left to me by my 
father in ’87. I came here to investigate 
his deathbed ramblings of secret portals 
and passageways. But it was true. I've 
explored enough to tell you hell awaits 
through most doors on this street. But you 
must believe me—I was only here a few 
days before I found myself trapped in 
1962. I grew old there. I watched my own 
wife grow up and have you. I couldn’t 
present myself out of fear our crossing in 
the timeline might cripple the world. But I 
watched you from a distance for years. I 
know you think I died when you were a 
child, but I was simply getting old near a 
younger version of myself. I’m writing this 
on April 7, 2023, nearing my 100% 
birthday. You'll think this letter is crazy 
and to anyone that hasn’t explored this 
house and doors, it certainly is. But I love 
you and I did watch you become a fine, 


young man. Give my best to Ris, as you 
call her. And make sure this house never 
leaves the family; someone else could 
accidentally destroy the world as you 
know it. 


Love, Jon 


I sigh and consider the changes of the house. I spot a pin-up 
calendar near a rotary phone on the wall and see that it is 1989, 
sometime in June. I collect my father’s letter and sticky notes, then 
leave the kitchen to follow the sound of a TV. I eventually enter the 
living room where a deep-back television set is playing a news 
report about the Tiananmen Square Massacre. For a moment, I just 
stand there, observing the décor of the house. None of this makes 
sense. According to the letter, my father had already inherited this 
property by 1989. But there’s a swing set outside and pictures on 
the walls of people I don’t recognize. Was I faking myself out? Was I 
actually in the wrong house? 

I step out the front door and see the number 11 above the mail 
slot in the door. 


Fuck this, I think, taking out the sticky 
notes and locating the one about the secret 
doorway near the stairs. Following its 
direction, I find the third panel from the 
banister and tap it three times. Then I find the 
basement door and descend downstairs into 
darkness. When I switch on the lights, I see 
nothing beyond piles of boxes and stacked 
shelving units. I return upstairs and consider 
the note again. “On the knot,” I read aloud, 
realizing my error. When I knock this time, it’s 
on the dark knot on the wooden panel. Then I 


return to the basement and notice a blue glow 
faintly peeking out from behind a tower of 
plastic totes. I toss them aside, making a 
ruckus, and reveal a slender frame of light in 
the stone wall, perhaps six feet tall and three 
feet wide. It’s less the shape of a door and 
more of a column. I slip myself through the 
light and come out the other side. 


It takes a moment of stilted disbelief to realize I’m stepping from 
one basement into another that appears—at a glance—to be the 
same basement. However, the totes I tossed aside are no longer 
present. Instead, the basement has a workbench littered with tools, 
a wall of hooks with tools, and— 

Blood. Lots and lots of blood, all over the concrete floor and 
wooden steps leading upstairs. 

“What the hell?” 

I turn back around to leave but there’s no glow this time, just a 
stone wall. P’ll have to find another way out of here. 

I leave the wall and take a closer look around, careful not to 
step in the splattered blood everywhere. I’d be crazy not to suspect 
danger was near, so I make my way over to the tools and select a 
hatchet. I tap my finger along its blade and realize it’s quite dull. It 
could still work as a hard object to bash someone’s brains in, but I 
don’t know how much cutting it’s capable of. My other choices 
consist of screwdrivers, ratchets, drills, putty knives, hammers, 
screws, and various boxes of bolts and nuts. The hatchet or the 
hammer are probably my best options, so I pocket the hammer as a 
back-up. Then I turn toward the stairs and step around the blood. 

I’m only several steps up when I hear heavy movement 
overhead, followed by a deep and drawn-out growl. I freeze and 
curse silently. What the hell was upstairs and who did it kill? 

I wait for several minutes before moving again. At the top of 
the stairs are two severed fingers. I fight the urge to gag and vomit 
and check my phone for a signal. To my surprise, I have one. Does 
that mean I’ve returned to the correct year? Or, at least, a year in 


which my service provider was active? 

Rather than head through the basement door, I try making a 
call to Mark right there on the stairs. But when I try, I receive an 
error code. I check my signal again; it’s still there. I try calling Mark 
again with the same result. 

Damn it. 

I pocket my phone and open the door slowly. As I slip out into 
the short hall between the foyer and kitchen, I find a trail of 
smeared blood leading around the corner. It would seem a body 
was dragged through here; the question was whether or not I 
wanted to see it. I turn the opposite way and look toward the front 
door, my exit from this murder scene. 

Before I make a run for it, I listen to the creeks of the house 
overhead. I’m about to go when I hear something crunch within the 
kitchen. I look over my shoulder, my eyes falling on the trail of 
blood once more. 

I wait. 

One Mississippi 

Two Mississippi. 

Threw Miss— 

Crunch, crunch. 

Slurrrrppppp. 

I run for the front door. Fuck it. 

Something large gives chase from the kitchen. As I swing open 
the door, it catches up to me and launches into my backside. I feel 
claws clutch around my torso and tears into my skin as I’m thrown 
out the door, through the air, and onto the lawn. I tumble away 
from the creature and roll several times. From my back, I look up at 
a clouded sky that looks like rain. Painfully, I lift my head up to see 
a beast covered in blood-matted fur, roughly the size of a cougar. 
As it stands on four legs much the same way, I see its face. And 
wonder: 


Is it a cougar of some sort? 
There are differences—like the color of its fur and the enormity 
of its eyes—but the species seem related. 
Not that it matters. All I need to concern myself with was how I 
will survive its attack. 
The large cat pounces onto me and strikes its powerful jaws 
toward my face. I hold up the hatchet just in time and, with both 


hands, use it to push the beast’s head back several inches from my 
own. But the handle of the hatchet is snapping; I can hear it. I have 
maybe seconds left. 

P-kush! 

The animal’s head snaps to the side as a bullet blows through 
its eye and out the other end of its skull. I shove the cat off of me 
and gasp for breath. As I look over at the beast, I see it is still 
breathing, but shallowly. I then look the opposite way and see a 
man at the foot of the driveway with a rifle in hand. He has an 
unkempt beard of grey and wears a large coat, cowboy hat, and 
boots. As he lowers his weapon and approaches me, I realize I 
recognize him from some of the pictures inside the house, from 
before I got myself lost in time with it. 

This man with the gun is somehow my father. 

“Jon?” 

The man pauses halfway across the lawn and eyes me. “How do 
you know my name?” 


Didn’t he claim to have watched me grow 
up? He should know who I am, I think. 


“T’m, uh, your son,” I say, picking myself up from the grass and 
checking the long cuts through my shirt and across my stomach. ’m 
bleeding quite a bit, but I don’t think anything is deep enough to be 
of immediate concern. I still hurt all over, though; I was tackled by 
a large cat, after all. 

“Steve?” the man asks, taking several steps closer to me. 

“Yeah. Unless you have any other kids I should know about.” 

“That depends,” he says, moving toward the dying beast and 
examining his kill shot. “Other dimensions of me, yes.” 

“Which one are you?” 

My father turns to me and shrugs. “To you, I’m not sure. I had 
a son named Steve before being called away to a house my great- 
grandmother left me. I got separated from my reality soon after and 
have never returned.” 

I swallow. “Because you didn’t want to? Or because you 
couldn’t find a way to?” 

“TI tried looking for a way out, of course, but I just seemed to 
always find myself somewhere new every time I passed through an 
entryway.” 

“The Jon that left me the house went in and out plenty, judging 


by his notes I found.” I take a handful from my pocket and hand 
them over. Jon looks at them and smirks. 

“These probably don’t work here.” 

“The directions, you mean?” 

“Right.” He hands the sticky notes back to me and looks toward 
the street. It is then I realize everything is dark and still, lifeless. 
The sky is overcome with storm clouds and there’s a cold breeze 
blowing through the air. No one else is around and most of the 
houses are in various stages of disarray. 

“Why not?” I ask. 

“Because every world has different, uh...rules, I guess you 
could say. Here, nothing wants to unlock. The gateways, that is. 
The ones I knew.” 

“You’re stuck here?” I ask. 

“Have been for four years now. I’ve yet to find a way anywhere 
else.” 

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Does this mean I'll never get 
home? 

“What’s the, uh, deal with this place?” I ask, trying to hide the 
tremor in my voice. 

“Mutation and death,” Jon tells me with a sad nod. “Chemical 
warfare, as near as I can tell. I’ve yet to find another living soul.” 

“Someone was being eaten in the kitchen,” I tell him. “So, I 
guess you aren’t the only one out here.” 


“In my kitchen?” he asks. “I guess I have 


been away for a few days.” 

“You’ve never met another person?” 

“Well...” 

He doesn’t continue. 

“Jon?” 

“Sorry, it’s just...yes. I have met others but...they were already 
dead, if you catch my drift.” 

"You're not suggesting zombies." 

"That word has such a pop culture negativity to it," Jon sighs. 
"But...the undead, yes." 

A long moment of silence passes between us. I'm not entirely 
sure if I'm just dreaming vividly or if I've really crossed into another 
world. Finally, I ask, “What do we do now? How do I get home?” 

Jon places a hand on my shoulder and furrows his brow. 


“When you figure that one out, you let me know, okay?” Then he 
turns back to view Stine Weathers and its uncomfortable emptiness. 

I check my phone, try making another call, and receive the 
same error message as the last two times. “Hey, Jon.” 

“Yeah?” 

I show him my phone. “There’s a signal coming from 
somewhere. Why else would I have bars?” 

He looks from my phone to me. “Does it matter? There’s no one 
left to call.” 

“Maybe the veil is thin,” I say, thinking of the science fiction 
movies I used to watch back home. “Maybe this dimension is 
bleeding into another or something.” 

Jon laughs and says, “Why the fuck not. The rules are different 
everywhere I’ve been, after all.” He turns to me and reaches into his 
large coat to withdraw a revolver, which he hands over. “Want to 
find a way to break through the wall?” 

My mouth is dry as I take a look down the boulevard in both 
directions. What else do I have left to lose? I can't just accept this as 
my new life. I have kids back home that need their father. 

“Sure, Jon,” I say. “Why the fuck not.” 


AN: I wrote “The House on Stine Weathers” for 
an anthology call that came with a_ specific 
prompt. This story was not accepted, so I changed 
the street name and moved on. It’s similar to The 
Blinds, which acts as my own multiverse or Dark 
Tower universe. Only, this one needs a lot of 
work, I think, which Ill never do. This version of 
dimensional travel was written purely for the 
anthology that rejected it (not that I can blame 
them). 


SHADOW 
CHILDREN OF 
THE 
CARNIVAL 


We are ants crawling over each other 
In congested crowds 
Of voices and limbs and prizes 
The volume, deafening 


No one sees the child as it comes 
Weaving in and out of our legs 
Black as night, eyes large and white 
Claws for fingers and razors for teeth 


Hungry, always hungry 
Places like these 
-congested- 
Swallow its attention 


Easy picking, easy eating 
It darts through, cuts your skin 
Tastes, grins, coos 


Blood spills, cries of surprise 
Moves on 
Another victim awaits 


So many more... 


NEW LIFE 


The eyes are what get me, there on the sole of my foot. 
Looking at me curiously as I bend my leg and rest it upon my lap. 
They’re bruised and bloodshot, sometimes pleading for rest 
Before I put my foot back down and blind them yet again. 
There weren’t voices, not at first, but now they’re all here. 
Whenever I walk, run, stand, they fill my head and bring me down. 
With hands clamped over my ears, I beg for silence. 

To which they return, “Then stop crushing us beneath you.” 
And you can’t blame them, can you, for wanting to be weightless. 
So now we have an agreement, one in which I sit or lay, 

And they bring me money from their online fetish account every 
day. 


CHASED 


There are too many trees. Branches above shake and shriek. They’re 
ready to drop onto me, but I can’t tell which way to run. How many 
of them are up there? What will they do once they’ve caught me? 
My head feels like a rushing river, cold and loud. I can’t think 
straight and I’m out of breath from all this running. 

Is anyone still behind me? Am I the last man standing? 

I don’t turn to look back. I want to yell but can’t find my voice, 
nor can I spare the energy. This is about survival now. 

Don’t think about the others. Just get the hell out of the woods. 

But we’re deep in its belly, and who knows if I’m even headed 
in the right direction? I could be getting further away from the 
clearing every second. All I can do is run and pray that I haven’t 
lost myself in this claustrophobic mass. 

Above me, the trees still crack with laughter. 


OUT AT SEA 


Denver enjoyed the cold, so much so that he was excited to brave 
the weather of the Alaskan coast for its chill alone. The fishing and 
crabbing vessel—owned by his cousin, Jay—was impressive and 
well-stocked. Aware of Denver’s recent financial woes, Jay had 
offered him a position aboard the ship for several weeks. All Denver 
had to do was help wherever needed; this included pulling in nets, 
storing the catch properly, and cleaning. Sometimes, he even 
cooked. Denver enjoyed the variety of his work, and the pay was 
pretty good. 


So far, they had been out at sea for about 
six days. They were long and surprisingly 
busy, but Denver still felt as if the trip was 
moving along quickly. In no time, he would be 
back home with his wife, Susanne, baking a 
potpie and watching Bush People. 


It was the middle of the night, and most of the crew was 
sleeping. They had pulled in catch an hour earlier, leaving most 
men exhausted and sore. Denver, however, felt invigorated, and 
wished to stay within the wind a bit longer. 

Currently, he was leaning against the side rail and looking 
down into the dark depths of the water. Panels of broken ice 
surrounded them in every direction, and (not for the first time) 
Denver wondered how it was that fish lived in such cold water. 
Biology was beyond his understanding; all Denver knew was that 
most things died in extreme cold. How a fish could be swimming 


under a frozen lake struck him as strange and unnatural. 

Fresh Pick—the name of Jay’s vessel—was 
bobbing with some force in the water that 
night, swaying Denver from side to side. He 
didn’t get sick, though; movement didn’t have 
much of an effect on him. However, his eyes 
were bad, and his vision was beginning to 
cross whenever he tried fixing his sight on 
anything. 

There was a Coke bottle in the water, still sealed (although 
frozen). He wondered how long it had been overboard and lost. 


When another appeared moments later in the active waves, Denver 
asked himself if a ship had sunk nearby. 


A couple sodas is hardly any indication of 
disaster, he told himself. Wait until you see a 
full pack. He laughed aloud at the thought. 

As Denver continued to scan the water, 
something suddenly knocked against the Fresh 
Pick from the opposite end, causing him to 
nearly lose his footing. Denver crossed the 
deck to the other side and leaned over the rail, 
assuming they must have hit something. After 
a long minute of straining his eyes in the dark 
and increasing wind, Denver gave up and 
straightened. 


It must have been a fluke. 
I need to piss, he thought then, turning 
back toward the cabin. As he descended the 
narrow stairs taking him below deck, the Fresh 


Pick was struck once more, this time harder. 
Denver caught himself along the wall and 
cursed. He wondered if the crew was still 
sleeping. Unlike him, they were probably 


conditioned to such choppy movement. 

In the bathroom, Denver drained his partner and exhaled in 
relief. The cold made him shiver, but he loved it. The only problem 
was the shrinkage of his penis; at least Susanne wasn’t there to 
make fun of it! That would have surely soured his mood. 

Hungry, he headed into the kitchen next. There, he poured 
himself a bowl of cereal with milk. As he ate with his backside 
leaned against the counter, Jay appeared from the hall with tired 
eyes. 

“Have you not gone to bed yet?” his cousin asked as he turned 
into the kitchen. 

“No need to,” Denver told him in between bites. “I’m wide 
awake, just about.” 

“Shit.” Jay grabbed a beer from the cooler and popped off its 
cap. “The boys are passed out. Myself, I don’t sleep much out at sea. 
But that’s just me. I have this fear of capsizing the moment I close 
my eyes.” 

“And yet this is the work you chose?” 

“Funny, right? The fuck was I thinking?” 

Both men laughed. 

“So, what got you up?” Denver asked. “The banging?” 

“Banging?” 

“Yeah. We’ve hit something twice in the last five minutes.” 

Jay scratched at his scruff and took a swig from the beer. 
“Couldn’t have been anything troublesome, or I would have 
noticed.” 

“What were you doing before you found me?” 

Jay chuckled with embarrassment. “I was keeping myself a 
little busy in the office. Needed to suffocate some stress, so to 
speak.” 


“Well, that’s probably why you didn’t 
notice,” Denver said. “My soldier usually takes 


my full attention, too.” 

Jay grunted in amusement and shook his head. “I have no idea. 
About the banging, I mean. It was just the waves, probably. They 
can get real wild out here. And we’ve got a storm approaching the 
coast. Could be we’re headed into some shitty weather as a result.” 

“No, I don’t think so,” Denver said slowly. “It specifically hit us 
on that end.” He gestured lazily with his spoon and took another 
bite of cereal. 

“Waves can come from any end,” Jay told him, drinking. 

“Yeah, but... Ah, nevermind.” 

Jay finished his beer as Denver finished his cereal. As Jay went 
to leave, the boat shook harder than ever, causing Denver to drop 
his bowel. It shattered on the floor, sending a spray of milk against 
the wall and Jay’s side. Jay cursed and glared back at Denver. 

“Damn it, where’s your grip?” 

“Sorry, I had to catch myself from falling forward.” 

“We’ve got to get you those sea legs.” Jay swiped at his 
clothing. “Waves like that come often. Was that like your banging?” 

“The other two weren’t as rough, actually,” Denver said 
sheepishly. 

“Yeah, so relax and practice your balance.” He turned to exit 
the kitchen. 

“Hold up,” Denver said, following his cousin. “So, that was 
seriously just a normal wave?” 

“Yeah, more or less. Choppy, sure. But again, that’s to be 
expected.” 

“But...it sounded like something solid 
hitting us.” 

Jay sighed and looked toward the stairs. “I’ll go check it, 
alright? Just to make sure.” 

Denver nodded and watched Jay head up on deck. He then 
went about cleaning his mess. He was nearly finished when he 
heard some banging around above his head, followed by a yelp and 
grunting. Denver wondered if Jay had slipped and hurt himself. He 
put the broken bowl into the trash and left the kitchen to head up 
for a look. 

At the top of the stairs, Denver was surprised by a gust of wind 
that greeted him. The force pushed him back a step, but he fought 
against it and climbed onto the deck. Looking around, he called out 


Jay’s name against the howling cold. When no response came, he 
looked up toward the superstructure. Through its windows he 
searched for Jay. From the deck, he couldn’t tell if anyone was up 
there or not. 

He decided he would check it out. Up top, he found the station 
empty. However, from here he could see the bow and stern easily. 
Again, he called out Jay’s name, running his eyes along the deck. 
Then he saw it: blood. A wide smear of it in fact, going from 
directly below the station and around the side, out of sight. 

What the fuck? 

Denver hurried back down to the deck and turned for the stern. 
Around the corner, amongst a stack of crates and equipment, he 
found Jay at the end of the blood trail. Or part of him, at least. 
Nothing remained of his cousin but a severed arm in the freezing 
puddle of dark red. 

Denver tried to speak but found that he couldn’t. He was 
panicking now, the cold rushing down his throat and burning his 
insides. Where was the rest of Jay? Was he alive? What tore off his 
arm? 

Denver began to scream for help. The wind, however, 
swallowed his cries with ease. 

From the opposite end of the stern, beyond the crates, Denver 
heard a flurry of movement, quick and heavy. He circled himself to 
see if it was Jay but found no one and nothing there. He could have 
sworn there were new drops of blood speckled about, but a wave of 
water rushed over the deck and erased them. 


I need help, he decided, turning for the 
stairs. If no one could hear him screaming, 
then he would just have to go wake them 
himself. 


Below, in the sleeping quarters, Denver first approached the bunk 
belonging to Hart and Franklin. Both men were fast asleep and 
snoring loudly in competition. Denver shook Hart roughly and 
yelled at him to get up. As Hart slowly fluttered his eyes, Franklin 
leaned over the top bunk and cursed Denver. 

“What the fuck is wrong with you, man?” 


“Jay is gone!” Denver shouted hoarsely. 

“Check his office,” Hart grumbled, turning over. 

“Or the can,” Franklin added with annoyance. 

“No, I mean...” 

Denver tried to catch his breath and slow down. 

“T was with him. In the kitchen. Then we hit something. Or 
something hit us. And he went up to check it out, and...” 

Again, Denver found himself scrambling for the words. 

Franklin looked over the edge of the bunk at Hart, who said, 
“Spit it out, will ya?” 

“Well, he’s fucking gone! And all I found was his arm and a lot 
of blood.” 

“Wait, what?” Hart said, sitting up. 

Franklin swung his legs over the bed, prepared to drop down 
from the bunk. 

“T heard him struggle from the kitchen. So, I went up looking 
for him, and there was a lot of blood smeared about. And I found 
his arm, but nothing else.” Denver’s heart was racing a mile a 
minute. He felt close to passing out. 

Franklin dropped to the floor as Hart rubbed the tiredness from 
his face. “Come on, man. You didn’t find nobody’s arm. You must 
have been dreaming.” He placed a hand on Denver’s shoulder and 
pointed toward an empty bed. “Go back to sleep,” he said. 

“I wasn’t sleeping,” Denver told him, nearly gasping for air. “I 
was with Jay right before he went up on deck. I swear.” 

Hart looked at Franklin, who appeared ready to go. “You going 
to check it out, or do I need to get up?” 

Franklin waved him off. “I got it.” He turned back to Denver. 
“Well, let’s go, I guess.” 

The two men headed upstairs, one dressed for the weather 
(Denver), the other not so much (Franklin). As they stepped into the 
whistling cold, Franklin cursed and hugged himself tightly. “Let’s 
make this quick,” he yelled over the wind. 

Denver directed him toward the stern where the crates were 
stacked alongside their equipment. There, he found the 
dismembered arm, allowing himself a brief internal victory for 
having not imagined it. 

Franklin froze in place, confused and frightened. “This a joke, 
man?” 

Denver cocked an eyebrow. “Are you serious? No!” 


“That’s Jay’s?” 

“T think so. He was the only one up here, and now he’s gone.” 

Franklin looked around in place, as if he would easily spot their 
missing captain when Denver could not. 

“T’m telling you, he’s vanished,” Denver assured him. 

“Shit, maybe he went overboard.” 

Both men hurried to the rail and looked out at the surrounding 
water. For several long minutes, neither man spoke. Their eyes 
adjusted to the darkness, and they scanned the broken panels of ice 
as best they could. Finally, Denver spotted something and pointed. 
“There!” 

Franklin followed his finger. “What is it?” 

“More blood.” 

Sure enough, one of the bobbing blocks of ice was stained 
heavily in dark red. However, there was no body in sight. 

“We’ve got to call for help,” Franklin said, turning toward the 
tower. “I'll get the Coast Guard on the radio.” 

As he hurried off, Denver remained at the rail, watching the 
water closely. Something caught his eye, but it was gone just as 
quick as it came; something scaly and large. A good catch, no 
doubt. But not Jay. 

From above, Franklin screamed. Denver barely heard him over 
the wind, and thought he imagined it at first. He turned to look 
over his shoulder at the superstructure, and then back to the water. 
He thought nothing of the sound at first, but then a chill shot down 
his spine. Something in the air had changed, getting his attention. A 
warning. 

Denver left the rail and headed for the stairs. He climbed them 
slowly, wishing he was armed and not understanding the urge. 
When he reached the top, he found the station door left open. 
Denver stepped inside with some hesitation and saw something that 
caused his heart to leap into his throat. 

Franklin was on the ground in the corner, a fish-like creature 
crouched over him. In its hands appeared to be Franklin’s intestines, 
wrapped around its claws and being fed into its mouth. There was 
blood pooling out from the fisherman, who appeared to still be 
alive. His eyes were wide and fixed on Denver, pleading for help. 

Denver couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. All he could do was 
watch this monster feast on Franklin’s innards, not yet aware of its 
spectator. Then, finding some small amount of strength, he began to 


move backward to the stairs, wanting to get Hart and the others 
before the thing finished its meal. 

As Denver backed out of the station, Franklin’s terrified eyes 
followed him, tears visible on his cheeks, even in the darkness 
surrounding them. 

Denver turned himself around as he came to the steps, and 
nearly fell in surprise when he spotted another one of the monsters 
below. From the front, he could better see its defining features: 
glistening scales, a large mouth lined with a hundred needle-like 
teeth, and beady, black eyes. Whatever the thing was, it had height 
and muscle over him as well. And its skin looked hard enough to 
repel a bullet. 

Momentarily stunned, he stood frozen with his hands gripping 
the rails tightly. Before he could decide on a move, Hart appeared 
from below deck, just five feet over from the creature’s current 
position. As he stepped up into the cold, he shivered and called out 
Franklin’s name. The creature heard him, turned, and launched 
itself through the air like a frog. Hart only caught a brief glimpse of 
it before being knocked to the deck with enough force to split open 
his skull. A fresh spray of red cut through the light. 

Denver hurried down the steps as the creature began to shred 
into Hart with its claws, blocking the stairs going below deck. 
Unsure of where to turn, Denver decided to hide. He ran to one of 
the crates surrounding Jay’s severed arm and quickly emptied its 
contents. Hart was screaming in agony not far from him. 

Denver climbed into the crate a moment later and brought the 
lid closed over his head. He had never truly embraced darkness like 
this before. 


When hours had passed and Denver felt close to death—his oxygen 
supply nearly depleted, despite the crack he’d produced from time 
to time—he finally emerged from within the crate, gasping for air. 
The sun was starting to rise now, and the wind had died away. 

All was quiet. 

Denver was stiff, but he did his best to ignore the difficulty he 
felt in moving. He left the crates and his cousin’s arm (now frozen 
to the deck thanks to the hardened pool of blood) and headed 
cautiously in the direction of the stairs going below deck. There, he 
found a large smear of blood from the spot Hart had fallen and 


leading overboard. The creature had apparently taken him into the 
water. What little remained was unrecognizable gore. 

Rather than go below deck, Denver decided he should first look 
for Franklin in the superstructure above. He doubted the man was 
still alive, but he felt compelled to seek his confirmation, 
nevertheless. 

At the station door, he leaned his head in just enough for a 
look without having to step inside. In the far corner, he saw 
Franklin right where he’d left him, eyes still open but now lifeless. 
His torso had been torn open and devoured like a baked potato, 
leaving chunks and blood all over the floor. Again, there was no 
sight of the attacking creature. 

Finally, Denver forced himself to check below deck, afraid of 
what he would surely find. 


As the sun continued to rise, Denver 
reemerged from below the Fresh Pick, his face 
pale and his mouth dry. He had searched 
everywhere for a survivor but found none. 
Some of the crew had been butchered in their 
beds. One had been caught in the bathroom. 
Another had fought back with a fire axe, but 
ultimately failed. The scene below was bloody 
and horrific. Of the remains, most were half 
missing. Eaten or taken away. 

Denver couldn’t sail a boat, nor did he 
know how to use the radio. He would, of 
course, try. But he knew it would be of no use. 
The inevitable night would return, and this 
time he’d be all alone to face its prowlers. 
Though he’d retrieved the bloody axe from 


below, he was sure it would only buy him a 


minute, two at most. 
Without hope, Denver huddled in a corner with his weapon and 
awaited death; his only comfort was the saturating cold. 


AN: I love trench monsters. This one was 
influenced by an Aquaman comic arc during the 
New 52 of the early 2010s. I also expected to 
continue this story with a sequel in which the 
creatures reached land, but that has yet to 
happen. 


TRUE NATURE 


There is evil inside us all 
And no one lives forever. 
It crawls from the throat 
And poisons the brain. 
Darkens the heart 
And fills our veins. 
Will you succumb? 
Or consider yourself better, 
Oblivious to the tides. 
Your ocean is a beast 
And your life is a lie. 


THE ALL 
MOTHER 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


For every whistle of wind, 
Every groan in the trees, 
And every crinkle of leaf, 
I shut my eyes and dream of mankind, 
Taking pause and vanishing, 
To allow only this forever more and a day. 


CHEATERS 
GET EATERS 


“Wow, these are fantastic!” 

Barry approaches his husband from the side and looks over his 
shoulder. “What do you have there?” 

Robert angles the box for Barry to see. Inside, there are 
eighteen Christmas balls that are embossed in unfamiliar designs 
and colored darkly in reds, greens, blues, and yellows. Though the 
package arrived a day before they left town, this is the first time 
he’s taken them out to see. “They were specially ordered, but I 
didn’t think they’d be so unique in person. They don’t look 
American-made...” 

“No. They look foreign and, uh, authentic,” Barry says, leaning 
closer. “Almost like dragon eggs in that fantasy show you like so 
much.” 

“They really do. Which is good because they were damn 
expensive.” 

Barry counts the balls and makes a face. “Eighteen, huh? Is that 
enough for the tree?” 

“Well, not on their own. But, like I said, these were very 
expensive. A pack of eighteen to mix in the tree seemed like 
enough.” 

Barry pats his husband on the back and says, “You’re probably 
right. Well, they look fantastic. Very unique.” He kisses Robert on 
the cheek and turns back to the kitchen. “Good job, babe.” 

Robert admires the box a moment longer before setting it aside. 


“Thanks. I’m going to unpack our bags before dinner, okay?” 

“I’m starting it now. You have about an hour.” 

Robert turns for the stairs. “See you soon. We’ll decorate the 
tree tonight, right?” 


“Of course, babe. It’ll be fun. Die Hard and 
the Christmas tree. And if you’re lucky, we can 
trade candy canes later.” With this, Barry 
winks playfully at his husband. 


Robert chuckles and begins his climb. “Santa Claus is coming to 
town. Ho, ho, ho!” 


After dinner, they put on the movie and begin unpacking the 
Christmas decorations. Though the tree is already up from earlier, it 
is bare. They have a plastic tote of things to hang from it branches, 
like the balls, as well as two additional boxes containing objects for 
around the house. By the time they finish, the house will be covered 
in nutcrackers, singing Santa dolls, flocking, mistletoe, and 
Christmas lights. Assuming they have it all done before they go to 
bed, Barry and Robert will probably be up until three or four in the 
morning. Luckily, they’re on vacation and don’t have work until the 
New Year. The house is a rental in the Adirondack Mountains of 
New York; it’s just them, the trees, wildlife, and the views. No one 
to bother them or to be bothered by the loud music they'll 
undoubtedly play. Barry has a thing for blasting holiday CDs and 
singing at the top of his lungs while jumping around the room with 
his arms in the air. Robert finds this both amusing and 
embarrassing. 

“Where are those new balls?” Robert asks, eyeing the 
decorations they’ve put onto the tree thus far. 

Barry locates the box on the kitchen counter and brings it over. 
“What were you thinking?” 

“We have eighteen. Start with two near the top and increase on 
the way down. Two here. Three here. Four...five...” 

“I know how to count from one to eighteen,” Barry says 
sarcastically. “Basically, you want even spacing, intermingled 
proportionately with everything else, from top to bottom. Got it.” 

Robert smacks Barry on the arm and says, “Watch the ‘tude or 


”? 


you'll kill the mood.” 

“You just want to get me on the top step for a nice view of my 
ass,” Barry says, moving a stool in front of the tree. 

“It’s a bonus, I won’t lie.” 

Barry collects the box once more and takes the three steps up 
to put him level with the treetop. The moment he reaches for one of 
the balls, the box seems to pulse in his hand, startling him. Catching 
himself from dropping the ornaments, he slips down the steps 
without falling and curses. 

“What was that?” Robert asks him. 

Barry inspects the box but sees nothing out of the ordinary. 
However, the package still feels warm in his hands. “This box is 
hot.” 

“I never thought I’d hear you say that,” Robert chuckles, 
moving forward. “Was it left on the stove top or something?” 

“No. It was on the counter.” 

“Are the balls okay?” 

Barry removes one and feels its heft in his hand. “It looks fine.” 

His husband shrugs. “Okay, then. Don’t drop them.” 

Barry rolls his eyes and steps back up the mini ladder. As he 
begins hanging the balls, he swears they jitter in his peripheral. But 
when he gives them his full attention, he decides they’re still. 
Maybe the branches had just shifted under their weight. And yet... 
something about them is irking him. 

“What movie should we watch next?” Robert asks from the 
mantle where he is stringing up garland. 

Barry removes an orangish ball from the box next and turns it 
in his hand. Its ridges twist and cross across the surface, some of 
which are bumpier than others, like small imperfections. “Uh...I 
don’t know, you pick. Hey, um, how were these balls listed?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You got them online, right? What were they titled or 
whatever?” 


“Nothing specific. The listing said they 
were luxurious ornaments that...um, shit. 
Ornaments to save the holidays or something of 


that nature. I can’t remember.” 
Barry is now examining another heavy ball, this one dark green 


with miniature spikes that prickle his skin. 

“These are definitely foreign,” he tells his husband distractedly. 
“T’ve never seen anything like them.” 

“They have fantasy accents, I think,” Robert says as he collects 
his glass of wine from the end table. “I mostly looked at the 
provided pictures and not so much the description. But it’s like you 
said earlier—their designs bring to mind dragon eggs.” 

Barry nods to himself and places the final ball on the lower 
branches. “Well, they’re very interesting. Well-made, too. All these 
balls are quite heavy. I wonder what they’re made of. It isn’t plastic, 
that’s for sure.” 

Robert laughs. “You can always feel the quality in the weight 
of things.” 

“Exactly. I suppose they could be hollow and full of coal, 
though. Because you’re such a bad boy, obviously.” 

Robert snorts with amusement and turns to the kitchen to get 
their charcuterie board from the refrigerator. 

Barry is about to place the empty ornaments box onto the 
coffee table when the corner of a folded paper catches his eye 
beneath the cardboard cubbies that previously held the balls in 
place. He retrieves the thick parchment assuming it’s a thank you 
note or a description of the ornaments, but it’s something 
unexpected instead. 


“Your husband deserves better,” he reads 
aloud. “What the hell?” 


Robert brings over the platter and sets it down on the coffee 
table. “What’s that?” 

“A note that was tucked into the packaging. Where did you say 
you ordered this?” 

“Online.” 

“Like, Amazon?” 

“No, eBay.” 

Barry touches the words as if to channel 
them. The red ink is dark and has lightly bled 
through the thick paper. Barry flips the note 
over for more but there’s nothing else to see. 


His breath hitches as he repeats the message 


aloud for Robert: “Your husband deserves 
better.” 


Robert eyes the parchment in Barry’s hand and begins to pale. 
“That’s...odd.” 

Barry looks at him. “Did you know the seller or something?” 

Robert is clearly nervous but trying to hide it. “No. It was a 
private listing. Someone sent me the link.” His eyes won’t meet his 
husband’s. 

Barry twists his mouth to the side and lowers the note. 
“Someone sent you a link to the listing? Who? How? Email?” 

“Facebook.” Robert takes some cheese from the platter and 
places it on a cracker. 

“Someone you know?” Barty presses. 

“Um, I don’t know. It wasn’t a profile I recognized,” he says 
with his mouth full. “I just assumed it was someone from work who 
knew I wanted something special this year. I wasn’t really thinking 
tree ornaments, but I fell in love with them immediately.” 

Barry pockets the note, confused by it all. 

Robert is watching him from the corner of his eye. “I bet it’s 
just a poor translation,” he offers. 

“How do you mean?” 


“IT bet it was supposed to say, your 


husband deserves the best.” 

Barry shrugs and takes a seat on the couch with his wine. 
“Yeah, maybe.” 

“T, uh, think I’m going to take a shower before the next movie,” 
Robert tells him, looking toward the stairs. “That okay?” 

“Sure.” 

“What are we watching next?” 

Barry doesn’t know. He’s not really interested in a movie 
anymore. He feels like something is off with his husband and it’s 
making him nervous. “You can pick.” 

Robert heads upstairs with one last look at the tree. As he 
disappears from the grand room, Barry considers the strange 
ornaments once more. They’re beautiful and possibly worth more 
than Robert paid for them, but strike Barry as a bad omen of some 
sort. Like a warning. 


In the bedroom, Robert locates his phone and selects the Facebook 
app. Once his feed has appeared, he moves to the inbox tab and 
scans for the message sent to him with the eBay link. Though he 
finds it, the thread is no longer active; the profile is labeled 
DELETED USER. 

“Damn it.” 

Someone is out to get him. Why else has that message been 
attached to the ornaments package? Is it a veiled threat or a simple 
remark to admonish him? Either way, Barry is suspicious of him 
now. Maybe he’ll ask questions or begin snooping. But what might 
he find? Nothing. There isn’t any proof of what he’s done with Wil 
after hours at the office. Unless... 

Cameras? 

No, they’d been careful about that. The lower stairwell is 
unmonitored, at least from the inside. Beyond the exit door, there’s 
surveillance that could have caught them leaving for the parking 
lot. But nothing more. 

So, what then? Why the message? What does it hope to 
accomplish? 

“They just wanted to stir the pot,” Robert tells himself with a 
nod. “Yow’re worrying for nothing.” 

Just talk, no bite. 

He relaxes and puts his phone back on the nightstand. As he 
turns for the bathroom, he pauses and doubles back. He never 
checked the listing. He finds the message thread once more and 
clicks on the provided link. He receives an error message from 
eBay, essentially noting that the link as expired. So, he goes into his 
account to view his previous orders. There, he finds the listing he 
barely glanced over prior to making his purchase. This time, he 
reads every word, not that there are many. 


THESE ORNAMENTAL CHRISTMAS 
BALLS ARE THE BEST MONEY CAN 
BUY AND I’M ASKING SO LITTLE! 
THEY ARE WORTH MUCH MORE BUT 
I WANT THEM TO GO TO A GOOD 


HOME. SO WONDERFULLY HAND- 
CARVED, THEY LOOK NATURAL, 
DON’T YOU THINK? THE MATERIAL 
IS TOP QUALITY, NOTHING FAKE. 
THESE BALLS WILL FIX WHAT IS 
BROKEN. JUST PUT THEM ON 
DISPLAY AND LET THEM WORK 
THEIR MAGIC. YOU DO NOTHING! 
JUST ENJOY! SO BEAUTIFUL! MAKE 
THIS HOLIDAY THE MOST 
MEMORABLE EVER! 


Robert looks for more by scrolling up and down the length of 
the browser page, but there’s nothing left but the provided pictures, 
which he’s already viewed previously. He reads the description 
again, assuming he’s missed something along the way, as if new 
words will suddenly appear if he looks hard enough. When they 
don’t, he makes a face. 

“Really? That’s it?” 

He can’t believe it. What an _ odd 
description, he decides. There’s nothing there 
for him to follow further. The seller profile is 
INACTIVE already and shares nothing of 
value. Robert doesn’t know who sent him the 


ornaments or the link to their listing. 
Cursing, he tosses his phone onto the bedside and begins to 
strip. Maybe the hot shower will help ease his frustration. 


Downstairs, Barry has put on his boots and taken his wine out onto 
the back deck where there’s snow. Though it’s dark, the moon is 
large and bright, illuminating the surrounding forest. A storm is 
supposed to come overnight, but the clouds are only now starting to 


amass in the proximity of the cabin. But for now, Barry can see the 
trees and brush clearly. The deck overlooks the mountainside, 
making him feel on top of the world, although only visually. 
Emotionally, his heart is heavy, and his mind is restless. 

The note has put a twisting pit in his stomach. Though his 
husband’s offer at mistranslation seems plausible enough, he doesn’t 
buy it. Had Robert acted normal, he might have accepted it; but 
Robert paled and became twitchy. Barry can always tell when 
something is being kept from him in conversation. Robert knows 
something he isn’t willing to reveal. Does that mean the note is 
suggestive of a grave fault? Has Robert done something bad and 
kept it from Barry? 

“Fucking Christmas,” he growls, taking a deep drink from his 
wine glass. “Holidays always make things mean...more.” 

Taking several deep breaths, he calms himself and focuses on 
the beautiful scenery set before him. 


It’s probably nothing, he decides. Maybe the 
seller thought it would be funny to fuck with 


Robert. It’s just a lame prank. 

He returns inside and picks up the package again. When he 
turns it over in his hands, something occurs to him. There’s no 
packing slip or shipping label anywhere he can see. Surely, this box 
had arrived in something more structurally sound to protect the 
delicate items inside. Was it here in the rental cabin or back home? 
He’ll have to ask Robert when he returns. 

Barry tries to wait patiently but fails in mere minutes. Putting 
down his empty glass of wine, he heads upstairs and into the 
bedroom. He can hear the shower running and see steam seeping 
out from the bathroom door, which is ajar. He slips inside the 
warmth and grumbles when his glasses immediately fog. He 
removes them and places them onto the sink as he begins to strip 
out of his clothes. 

“Barry?” 

“Yeah, it’s me,” he says. He can see Robert’s silhouette through 
the shower curtain. “I thought I’d join you.” 

“Oh, I love that idea!” 

The relief in Robert’s voice is palpable. He’s taking this action 
as a good sign. Barry unhappily thinks this further shows his 
husband’s guilt. 


Barry pulls open the curtain and joins the hot stream of water. 
Robert is currently washing shampoo from his hair with his eyes 
closed. 

“Hey, I’ve got a question for you,” Barry says. 

“Shoot.” 

“Where’s the box those ornaments came in?” 

Robert shrugs. “I don’t think there was one, other than what we 
have here.” 

“Really?” 

“T don’t remember one.” 

Barry folds his arms over his chest and studies his husband. 
Robert’s hair is rinsed, and his eyes open once more. He appears to 
be telling the truth. 

“That package came just like that in mail?” 

“Yeah. That’s how I found it on the front porch.” 

“That makes no sense.” 

Robert seems genuinely confused. “Why not?” 

“Because there’s no shipping label on it. Not our address, nor 
where it came from. There must have been a larger box it was fit 
in.” 

Robert shakes his head. “Nope. Pretty sure.” 

They switch places so that Barry can enjoy the heat of the 
shower and begin soaping his body. “You know what this means, 
don’t you?” he asks. 

“Uh, not really.” 

“Those ornaments must have been hand-delivered, not mailed.” 

Robert shakes his head and says, “No, way. They had to have 
come from overseas.” 

“What shipping did you pay for then?” 

“T don’t remember.” 

“Can you check?” 

“T think so...” 

“IT mean, how else did it get to our house without a label? And 
that note...something is just weird with it all.” 

Robert sighs and steps out of the shower to grab a towel. “Give 
me a moment.” 

While Barry waits for his husband to return, he cleans himself. 
Robert returns a couple minutes later and says, “Well...it was free 
shipping. That’s all I can tell you.” 

“From within the US?” 


“Yeah, I think so.” 

Barry shakes his head and finds the shampoo bottle. “I don’t 
get it.” 

“T think you’re overthinking. There was probably a label that 
just got removed during delivery or when we opened it.” 

“Maybe...” 

‘Tm freezing my ass off, babe. ’'m going to dry off and 
change.” 

“Okay. I'll be out in a few minutes.” 

Robert leaves the bathroom and closes the door over. Barry 
exhales loudly into the falling water and curses. 


The next morning is the start of Christmas Eve. Barry and Robert 
get into their Jeep and leave the mountains for the nearest town. 
There’s little to it, but that suits them just fine. In the grocery store, 
they pick up ham, mashed potatoes, rolls, and veggies for dinner. As 
they check out, Barry swears he spots a small, weathered man 
watching them from the cart corral. When Barry meets his gaze, the 
man looks away and waits as if someone is coming for him. Barry 
tells himself he’s just being paranoid and avoids looking at the man 
again. 

Later, while at lunch in a quaint diner down the road, Barry 
asks Robert what their plans are for the night. 

“Christmas carols, for one,” Robert says with a large grin. His 
unease from overnight has all but dissolved since getting up that 
morning. “Maybe some coco and sex.” He wriggles his eyebrows 
and laughs, clearly in a good mood. “Oh! And how about we try a 
snow fight in the woods?” 

“Are we kids again?” Barry says with a smile. “Yeah, fuck it. 
That sounds fun.” 

“You know, when I was a kid, me and my family would play 
hide and seek at night if there was snow. I think those are some of 
my favorite memories of winter growing up.” 

“We did nothing. Not together, I mean. I spent most of my 
snow days with friends playing football or hockey.” 

“T’d say we can also try hide and seek, but we could get lost out 
here. I don’t know these woods.” 

Barry chews on the inside of his cheeks and says, “I wonder if 
there are bears around the cabin at all.” 


“Wouldn’t surprise me. We’re probably surrounded by critters.” 
“T don’t know if I’d characterize a bear as 


a critter,” Barry laughs. 

Robert grins and says, “I’ve known my fair share of bears.” 

Barry doesn’t hear the joke. He’s looking outside at the parking 
lot where there’s an old pickup truck. Behind the wheel is the man 
from the grocery store wearing sunglasses. Barry is almost positive 
it’s the same guy. 

“Are we being followed?” he asks. 

“Huh?” Robert follows his gaze and shrugs. “I, uh—what are 
you looking at?” 

“The truck.” 

“What about it?” 

“Do you recognize it?” 

“Not at all. It’s just some ancient piece of crap.” 

“What about the driver?” 

“The old man? I don’t think so.” Robert turns to eye his 
husband. “What’s gotten into you?” 

“I saw him watching us at the grocery store, earlier.” 

“He’s probably old school. Not used to gays.” 

Barry tears his eyes away from the parking lot and nods. “Yeah, 
maybe.” 

“We should probably finish up here,” Robert says, reaching into 
his pocket for his wallet and catching the waiter’s eye. “It may be 
cold outside, but I don’t know how long that ham will keep in the 
car.” 


As night falls and the boys retire to the couch, their bellies full of 
dinner, Barry reflects on the day. The snow fight was the most fun 
they’d had together in years and Barry is genuinely happy. He’s no 
longer worried about the old man or the ornamental balls. He’s 
living in the moment and looking forward to the rest of the night. 
Though sex will have to wait for their food to digest, they can still 
sing carols and get drunk together. And though he wouldn’t suggest 
taking a blind walk through the woods, he’s considering telling 
Robert they should follow the long, winding driveway and back for 
an evening stroll in the snow. 

After they’ve sang their hearts out and drank several glasses of 


wine, Barry asks. 

“A walk?” 

Barry nods, wavering in place with drunkenness. “A walk under 
the moonlight in the snow...it’s romantic!” 

Robert smiles and claps his hands together. “Okay, let’s do it!” 

Once they’ve dressed in several layers of clothing to keep 
warm, they exit the cabin without locking the door behind them. 
The driveway is at least a mile long if not further. Though it was 
paved prior to their arrival, some snow has fallen overnight since. 
Luckily, their Jeep was able to handle the powder without incident 
in and out of town. 

“Are we expecting much more of this?” Robert asks, kicking up 
a burst of snow with his boot. 

Barry squeezes his husband’s gloved hand and says, “I think 
another couple inches tonight, just in time for Christmas morning.” 

“It’s been a while since ’ve seen so much snow.” 

“Same here. California isn’t exactly the coldest place to live.” 

“You know, growing up in Michigan, we got hammered often. I 
always loved the snow.” 

Barry watches the stars overhead as they walk hand in hand, 
keeping close for the imagined warmth. “We got some in Maryland. 
Not a lot but a couple feet a year, usually.” 

“We would get three to four feet every time, several times a 
season.” 

“That must have been fun. I grew up in a large neighborhood 
full of kids, so snow days were a blast.” 

Robert shivers and presses his shoulder against Barry’s. “Damn, 
it’s cold!” 

“You should be used to this.” 

“You're right. California has weakened me.” 

They laugh and bounce off one another as they walk. 

Further down the driveway, headlights suddenly switch on. 

Barry hesitates and nearly trips. “What the hell is that?” 

The headlights curve as the vehicle begins a three-point turn in 
the driveway. Though it’s dark outside, the sky is clear and lit with 
stars. Barry can see the driver is commanding a pickup truck, just 
like the one they’d seen earlier at the diner. 

“Are you kidding me?” 

“What’s wrong?” Robert asks. 

They stop walking and watch as the truck finishes its turn and 


heads away from them. 

“That’s the guy from this afternoon!” Barry nearly shouts. 

“Relax. Why do you think that?” 

“It’s the same truck.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah. I told you that old fuck was following us!” 

“Baby, calm down. Why would he be following us?” 

“You tell me why he’s out here in the driveway. This isn’t the 
road.” 

“T got it!” Robert says, clearly proud of himself. 

“What?” 

“He’s the caretaker of the cabin.” 

“The caretaker?” 

“Sure. He was probably checking the driveway and deciding 
whether or not to plow it again for us.” 

Barry isn’t so sure of that and says as much. 

“It makes perfect sense,” Robert assures him. “As for seeing 
him around town, this area is small. It was just a coincidence.” 

“T don’t know...” 

“Why have you been so paranoid today? Did you bring any of 
our special brownies without telling me?” 

Barry shakes his head, not wanting to think of the ominous 
note left inside the ornaments packaging. “Let’s just turn back. I 
need to warm up, I think.” 

Robert nods and begins to turn. “Good idea. My blood if 
Californian now. This weather is killing me.” 


An hour later, they’re in bed making love as clouds begin to cover 
the sky. Snow is coming soon. Though Robert tries to go slowly, 
Barry urges them to move harder and faster. He’s frustrated and 
channeling his energy elsewhere. Robert is surprised but pleasantly 
so. It’s not often they’re so frenzied and passionate these days. 

Once both men are finished and sprawled across the bed 
covered in sweat, the cold’s chill creeps back over them. Barry 
desperately wants to crawl under the covers but knows he should 
shower first. As he stands from the bed and stretches his spine, 
Robert sits up and laughs. 

“What’s so funny?” Barry asks him. 

“You’re becoming an old man, aren’t you?” 


“Look who’s talking. You’re the older one.” 

“We need to get back in the gym,” Robert says, shivering. “I 
hate feeling so lumpy.” 

“New Year’s resolution?” 

“Deal.” 

“You gonna join me in the shower?” 

Robert throws his legs over the bedside and nods. “I wish the 
tub was big enough for us to take a bath instead.” 

“You can always take one on your own once we’ve rinsed off.” 

“Yeah, maybe I will.” 

After Barry has showered off and stepped out of the tub, Robert 
prepares his bath. Barry grabs a towel and inspects his face in the 
mirror as he rubs his backside dry. 

“Looking for wrinkles?” Robert asks. 

“No,” Barry says distractedly. “Ugh, the bags under my eyes 
have gotten so dark.” 

“T think you look brooding. Like Batman.” 

Barry snorts and looks at his husband. “Which one?” 

“Which Batman, you mean?” 

“Yeah.” 


Robert considers this before answering, 
“The Twilight kid.” 


“Ts that a compliment?” 

“Sure, it is. I wouldn’t kick him out of bed.” 

Barry laughs and exits the bathroom. “I’ll meet you downstairs 
once you're finished.” 

Once he’s dressed, he leaves for the living room. Halfway down 
the stairs, he pauses when he hears the click of a door latching shut. 
His heart leaps into his throat and he chokes as he listens carefully 
for more. When a silent minute passes, he continues down the stairs 
cautiously, looking around the foyer and living room. He knows it 
wasn’t the front door he heard closing because it was directly in 
front of him during his descent. He also thinks the sound would 
have been louder had it been the porch door beside the fireplace. 
So, he turns from the staircase and heads toward the back corner of 
the cabin where there’s a laundry room and a side door. He sees 
nothing out of the ordinary in the room itself but notices the door is 
unlocked. He searches for a weapon and decides to grab a broom as 
a stick he can wield. Then he slowly opens the door to the cold and 


sticks his head outside. Snow crumbles onto his toes but he doesn’t 
notice; he’s too frightened to see footprints in the snow leading 
away from the house and into the woods. He slams the door shut 
quickly and locks it, cursing. 

From upstairs, his husband calls down: “Barry? What was 
that?” 

Barry shakes off his frozen toes and heads back into the foyer. 
As he locks the front door—wondering how they could have been 
so careless—he shouts up to Robert, “T’ll tell you when you get out.” 
He then hurries to the porch door and locks it as well. From every 
direction, they’d left themselves exposed. Someone could have 
robbed or murdered them in their sleep if Barry’s arrival hadn’t 
scared them off. 

“Jesus Christ,” he sighs, running a hand through his damp hair. 

When Robert appears downstairs twenty minutes later, Barry 
tells him what he saw outside the laundry room. Robert leaves him 
to check it out himself and returns to ask, “Should we follow the 
tracks?” 

Barry’s mouth drops open. “Are you kidding? And do what to 
the guy? Scold him for breaking in?” 

“We could kick his ass and call the cops.” 

This time, Barry laughs. “When have you ever fought 
somebody?” 

“T was in a few scuffles as a kid,” Robert 
says with a grin. 

“You’re ridiculous. What if they have a knife or a gun? Then 
what?” 

Robert shrugs. “I don’t know, but I’ll protect my man.” 

“Well, that’s sweet, but maybe we should skip finding the guy 
and just call the cops. Maybe seeing the flashing lights down the 
driveway will scare off whoever is out there.” 

“Assuming they’re still around.” 

“Right.” 

“It’s up to you. But keep in mind—if we call the police, the rest 
of the night is going to revolve around that headache. Whereas we 
could just keep the doors locked and enjoy the rest of the night and 
likely never be bothered again.” 

Barry sighs as he considers these options. “You really think 
we'll be okay?” 


“TI do. You scared them off already and locked the doors. Why 
would they bother coming back?” 

“Fine. We'll take our chances in white knuckle it tonight.” 

Robert shakes his head and suppresses a laugh. “You can be so 
cute.” 

“Shut up and get the cheese out. I’m hungry.” 


Though Robert is asleep come three a.m., Barry has trouble relaxing 
so easily. After two hours of reading from his Kindle, he’s just about 
asleep when something breaks downstairs. He sits up in bed and 
drops his book off the side. There’s more cracking from below the 
room, like fallen glass. One is followed by another. This series of 
crashes lasts for half a minute before silence finally returns to the 
cabin. Hesitantly, Barry climbs out of bed and places his feet into 
his slippers. He then collects the knife he hid in the nightstand prior 
to bed and leaves the room. 

As he descends the stairs slowly and as quietly as possible, he 
looks out across the living room below. At first, nothing seems out 
of place. It isn’t until he’s turning off of the stairs and toward the 
couch that he sees the smashed ornaments beneath the Christmas 
tree. Glancing left and right and pausing, Barry listens for someone 
else in the room. He hears nothing and continues forward to take a 
knee beside the presents littered in the broken shells of the 
decorative balls. Upon closer inspection, Barry realizes there’s 
organic material in puddles surrounding the pieces. He wipes the 
substance with his hand and rubs it between his fingertips. He’s 
reminded of yoke, which is also sticky and translucent. 

“What the hell is this stuff?” he mumbles under his breath, 
standing and looking behind him. He’s still alone but he hears 
something new, a skittering of sorts. He follows his ears to a nearby 
vent and determines whatever he’s hearing is within the walls. 


Weird, he thinks. There must be a penny 


rattling around in there or something. 

Finally, Barry flicks on the lights and searches the rest of the 
cabin slowly with his knife in hand. When he discovers nothing— 
even the doors are shut and locked—he returns to the tree to 
determine what made the ornaments fall. None of their decorations 
from home had fallen, only the foreign orbs. 


Barry sighs, too tired to clean the mess just now. But he’s 
worried the yoke-like substance will harden on the gifts overnight, 
so he collects a warm washcloth from the sink and gets to work. 
Once he’s finished with the mess, he tosses the broken shells into 
the trashcan and curses. 

“Well, that was a lovely waste of a hundred dollars.” 

Nearly asleep, he stumbles back upstairs and collapses into bed. 
This time, he does pass out, ignorant of the continued scuttling from 
within the ventilation ducts. 


“Wake up, babe.” 

Barry blinks several times and rubs his eyes with his clenched 
fists. “What time is it?” 

“A little after eight,” Robert says, standing beside the bed. “Did 
you get up at all last night?” 

“Yeah, I had a mess to clean up.” 

“A mess?” 

“Yeah. The balls broke.” 

“I was wondering where they went,” Robert says, folding his 
arms over his chest. “How did you break them? You knock into the 
tree or something?” 


Barry wants to slap him. “No. They were 


already broken when I went downstairs.” 

“How?” 

“No clue. Nothing else fell, though.” 

Robert shakes his head, clearly pissed. “That makes no sense, 
Bare. What really happened?” 

“T’m telling you the truth.” 

“T think you were sleepwalking again.” 

“Why would I set out to break those ornaments specifically?” 

“The note, of course,” Robert grumbles. “It got to your head. 
So, you literally busted my balls over it.” 

Barry laughs incredulously and shoves past his husband toward 
the door. “I had nothing against those things. I liked them.” 

Robert says nothing, just watches him leave. 

Barry heads downstairs with his robe in hand. As he reaches 
the foyer, he throws it over his shoulders and turns into the kitchen 
for a cup of coffee. Robert appears a minute later and apologizes. 


“What do you think happened?” he asks after an awkward 
silence stretches between them. 

“T really don’t know.” 

“Maybe we have squirrels.” 

“Huh?” 

“T’ve heard something in the walls this morning. I think we 
have a critter in there, racing around looking for a way out.” 

Barry nods and says, “I heard something last night, too. I 
thought it was just something bouncing around in the vent, like a 
coin or something.” 

“No, that can’t be it. I’ve heard it throughout the house.” 

Barry looks to the walls as if he’s capable of seeing through 
them. Finally, he shakes his head, takes his mug, and heads toward 
the porch door. 

“Where you going?” 

“Outside. I want to see how much snow we got last night.” 

Barry slips on his boots, unlocks the door, and steps out onto 
the back porch. After a quick look around, he determines they 
collected another two or three inches, nothing substantial yet. 
However, it is still snowing. 

He’s about to return inside when he thinks of the tracks leaving 
the laundry room. He can’t see around the corner of the house to 
them but wants to check them out. He grabs his snow pants and 
coat from inside and gets ready. Robert sees him and asks what 
Barry is doing. 

“T want to follow those tracks. See how far they go.” 

“They might be covered now, don’t you think?” 

“We only got a few inches so far. I bet I can still see them.” 

Robert sighs loudly and says, “Fine. Give me a minute to get 
dressed, too.” 

Together, they head out the laundry door five minutes later, 
armed with their walking sticks. The tracks are partially filled but 
still visible. Alongside them are small holes that confuse Barry. 
Their distances apart vary, as do their widths. Could they have been 
made from a stick like the one he was using? 

Once they’ve reached the edge of the woods, Barry and Robert 
pause and look as far ahead as they can. No one appears to be 
waiting for them near the cabin. Robert asks how long they plan to 
follow the tracks. 

“Until we find our culprit or the road.” 


“The road?!” Robert says with obvious exasperation. “Come on, 
that could be miles away. We’re in the mountains, remember? How 
do you know we'll even be headed toward the road. We could just 
get lost in the wilderness.” 

“Are you coming with me or not? I seem to remember someone 
saying they’d protect their man...” 

Robert shakes his head and fights a smile. “You fucker. Fine. 
Let’s go.” 

Though Barry hasn’t pointed out the small holes to his 
husband, he continues to track them with his eyes as well. Some of 
them branch off toward the trees and disappear. It makes no sense. 
The more Barry sees these differing trails, the more uneasy he feels 
pushing forward. After ten minutes without development, he stops 
to look over his shoulder. The cabin is no longer in sight of them, 
and the snow is falling harder. 

“Are we turning back?” Robert asks. 

Barry looks ahead of them once more and squints his eyes. He 
can see nothing but trees and snow. The wind is picking up, making 
movement slower. He wonders how far they’ve gone and 
determines it isn’t far enough to be giving up. “Let’s keep going,” he 
says, walking once more. “How far could they have gone? It was 
night and snowing.” 

“Well, if they’re familiar with the mountain...” 

Another ten minutes pass, this time in silence. The small holes 
have long since vanished by this point, leaving them only the 
footprints to follow. Still, there’s no end in sight. Barry curses, 
chilled to the bone and growing hungry. 

“Fuck. Let’s turn back.” 

“Thank God.” 

They follow their own tracks to the cabin to keep from getting 
lost. As they near the edge of the yard a half mile later, Barry 
notices a fresh spider web in their path. Its strands are much thicker 
than any he’s seen before, unnaturally so. In the corner, there’s a 
bloody bird stuck and headless, the sight of which stops Barry in his 
tracks. Robert continues forward with his eyes down, unaware of 
the web he’s about to walk through. Barry’s mouth opens but he 
says nothing; his eyes are glued to the partially eaten bird, a meal 
much too large for any normal spider. 

“Oh, shit!” 

Barry breaks from his trance to see his husband flailing his 


arms covered in the web. As he pulls it from the trees, the bird 
carcass is reeled in toward his body. Barry tries to use his walking 
stick to separate them but Robert spins, bringing the bird directly in 
front of his face. His eyes cross to focus on its proximity and he 
curses again. 

“What the hell is that?” 

He stumbles backward and falls into the snow with the web 
stretched across his chest and the bird dangling within inches of his 
mouth. 

“Damn it, just stop moving, Robert!” Barry growls, knocking 
away the web and getting the bird to the snow beside his husband. 
“Ugh, you need to strip out of everything and throw it into the 
wash as soon as we get back inside.” 

Robert gets to his feet and tries pulling at the web stuck to his 
jacket. “What could have done that?” he asks, terrified. “What kind 
of spider can eat a bird?” 

“T don’t know. It’s the first I’ve heard of such a thing.” 

Robert is pale and sickly looking. 

“Relax, babe. Just breathe.” 

Robert fails and vomits into the snow at the base of a tree. 
Barry turns away, disgusted. “Let’s just hurry back and get you 
cleaned up.” 

As they approach the laundry room door, Barry spots a note 
pinned to the exterior wall by a knife. He hesitates to get any closer 
and wonders if the message had been there before. It was on the 
side where the door opened, so it was possible they hadn’t been 
able to see it before. 

“Do you see that?” he asks. 

Robert looks ahead and grumbles something under his breath. 


“Still think we aren’t being followed?” 
Barry asks him without waiting for an answer. 
He approaches the note and tears it out from 
under the knife. “Merry Christmas, Barry. The 


eaters won’t hurt you.” 
Robert stops beside him and reads the note over his shoulder. 
“What the hell does that mean?” Barry asks him. 
“How should I know?” 
Barry doesn’t say what he’s thinking. Instead, he turns to the 


corner of the house and begins walking away from the laundry 
room door as wind and snow whip against him. 

“Where are you going?” Robert calls through the storm’s howl. 

Barry doesn’t answer him. He heads around to the front of the 
cabin to check if the driveway has been plowed and sees that it 
hasn’t. Not only that, but their Jeep has four flattened tires. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me...” 

Robert catches up to him and freezes when he sees the damage. 
“Son of a bitch!” 

Barry can’t contain himself any longer. He spins on his husband 
and grabs him by the jacket, putting their noses only inches apart. 
“What the hell have you done, Robert?” he demands. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Stop playing dumb! Someone is fucking with you and I’m 
getting caught in the crosshairs.” Barry releases his husband and 
steps away from him. He looks down the driveway and shakes his 
head in frustration. “Someone has it out for you. Whoever that old 
man is...he has something to do with this. I’m sure of it.” 

Swallowing hard, Robert looks back to the house and says 
something so quietly that Barry must ask him to repeat himself. “I 
said let’s go inside. It’s freezing out here.” 

“Are you going to answer me if we do?” 

Robert won’t meet his gaze. “There’s nothing to tell. ’ve done 
nothing. Maybe my company has, but...1 doubt a competitor or 
scorned client is after me. It makes no sense.” 

Though he doesn’t believe Robert, Barry follows his husband 
inside. As Robert strips out of his clothing and tosses everything 
into the washing machine, Barry heads into the kitchen and opens 
the refrigerator to collect their wine. It is then he realizes the power 
is out. He quickly shuts the refrigerator door and tries a nearby 
light switch to make certain nothing is working. When the room 
fails to illuminate, he laughs. 


It gets better, he thinks. 


Robert enters the room in his underwear a minute later and 
asks what Barry wants to do. 

“Power’s out.” 

Robert looks toward the Christmas tree and realizes it’s dark. 
“Shit.” 

Something scuttles overhead and Barry cranes his neck back. 


He hushes his husband and follows the movement in the walls to 
the fireplace. With the flashlight on his phone, he peers along the 
stone walls of the lintel and damper. He’s about to turn away when 
he spots a crevice in the corner. Without a fire burning in the 
hearth, he leans his face closer to the stone and turns his light on 
the hole. His breath immediately catches in his throat, and he 
stumbles back a step. 

“What is it?” Robert asks, wrapping a blanket over his naked 
form. 

“T, uh...I swear I saw eyes in there.” 

“Eyes?” 

“Little, silver eyes, yeah. A bunch of them.” 

Robert shakes his head and snatches Barry’s phone out of his 
hands to look for himself. “You’re letting all this get to your head, 
babe. There’s no way you saw—” 

Before he can finish, something launches itself out of the 
crevice and onto Robert’s face. Robert trips and falls backward, 
screaming. Barry scurries backward and looks for the knife he’d 
been carrying earlier. Once he’s seized it off the island countertop, 
he returns to his husband in time to see Robert throwing a creature 
from his bloodied face. In the dimness of the room, Barry follows 
the form to the floor and tries to see what it is. But the creature is 
too fast. It scurries across the floor at lightning speed and springs 
into the air again as Robert tries to stand. It lands on his chest and 
darts toward his neck. 

“I can’t get it!” Barry cries, circling his husband as the many- 
legged creature sinking its fangs into Robert’s neck. Robert wrestles 
the thing off him again and slams it to the ground directly at his 
feet. Both men try stamping on it, but a web is fired into Barry’s 
face, blinding him. While Barry struggles to clear his vision of the 
sticky substance, he hears Robert scream and run for the stairs. 
Barry stumbles into the kitchen and finds the sink as quickly as he 
can. There, he uses a washcloth to clean his face, specifically his 
eyelashes that are now sticking to his lids and the bridge of his 
nose. 

“BARRY!” 


Robert is upstairs howling. It is unlike 
anything Barry has ever heard from his 
husband before. Terrified, he hurries up the 


stairs with his knife still in hand. When he 
bursts into the bedroom, he skids to a stop and 
nearly falls backward to escape the layers of 
web reaching across every available surface. In 
the center of the nest is Robert, tangled and 
squirming for his life. Crawling from every 
direction are creatures that appear to be 
enormous hybrids of spiders. They have more 
than eight legs, all of which are covered in 
scaley shells that click click click with every 
movement they make. Their eyes sit like 
diamonds, silver and five in number. Probably 
the most terrifying are the fangs that hang 


beneath their eyes, sticky with drool. 

“GET ME OUT OF HERE!” Robert squeals from within the web. 
His face and neck are covered in cuts and divots, all of which are 
bloody and oozing yellow pus. 

Barry can’t will himself to move. He’s frozen, as if stuck in a 
nightmare. As he watches on, the spider-creatures amass atop the 
bed and begin swarming over one another in an orgy of snapping 
jaws and clicking joints. Finally, they take the shape of an even 
larger monster, one that covers the entire mattress. Seeing this 
formation, Robert screams as loud as he can with tears streaming 
down his cheeks. 


Do something, Barry tells himself. Move 


your ass! 

The master spider leaves the bed and scurries over Robert 
before Barry can act. His husband’s screams are immediately 
silenced as the creature tears into his head, jerking it left and right, 
back and forth, with violent vigor. Blood stains the web and drips to 
the wooden floor below. 

Barry turns away, sickened and unable to make sense of what 
he’s seen. He thinks of starting a fire to kill the creatures but he’s 


without a lighter or a can of hairspray. With the power out, what 
did that leave him? 


The fireplace, he thinks, stumbling to the 
stairs and slipping down them on shaken legs. 
At the bottom, he groans and collects himself 
poorly as if drunken. He’s nearly upon the 
fireplace when the master spider appears on 
the ceiling overhead. Barry pisses himself and 
backs into the corner of the room. The 
monster then drops down from the ceiling and 
lands atop the couch. Barry swears it looks 
right at him, considering a second course 
meal, prior to turning toward the porch door 
and leaping against it. The locks and hinges 
break upon impact, swinging open the door 
into the swirling snow. Barry rushes to the 
door in disbelief as the creature hurries into 
the developing whiteout. Within seconds, 
Barry loses sight of its dark mass as it enters 
the woods and climbs into the trees. 


He must venture upstairs whether he likes it or not. Of course, he 
finds Robert in pieces, tangled within the nest of webs that have 
overtaken their room. Unable to reach their things, including his 
keys to the Jeep, Barry finds his fallen phone by the fireplace and 
tries calling the police. When the request fails, he checks his signal 
and finds it nonexistent. Whatever bars he had previously must 
have been devoured by the building storm outside. 

“Now what?” he asks the empty room, defeated. 

“You come with me.” 

Barry startles and slams his back against the nearest wall. 


Standing in the broken frame of the porch door is the man from the 
pickup truck. He’s wearing surprisingly little considering the snow 
whipping against his form, but he appears unaffected by the cold. 

“Who the hell are you?” Barry asks him. 

“A guardian angel of sorts,” the man says with a shrug of his 
shoulders. “If you want to get someplace warm, we should leave 
before the storm makes the roads impassable.” 

“Why should I go with you?” 

The man smiles. His teeth are yellow and black, likely rotted 
and stained by cigarettes. And although is skin is wrinkled and 
leathery, his eyes are surprisingly youthful and colored with the full 
spectrum of a rainbow. Something about them makes Barry calm in 
a way he can’t explain. It’s as if the darkness of the weekend has 
been sucked from his chest, relieving him of a great weight. 

“Seriously, who are you?” he asks again, hesitantly stepping 
forward. 

The man continues to smile as he turns away from the cabin 
and steps across the porch. Suddenly, flames rise from the couch 
and stairs, as if by magic. Barry hurries after the man as the fire 
quickly spreads across the room, pulled by invisible strings. 
Outside, the snow blows against Barry with such force that he’s 
almost knocked over. The man appears beside him and places a 
hand around Barry’s shoulders. 

“Follow me.” 

They turn toward the driveway and approach the pickup truck 
Barry had seen the night before down the road. Once they are 
inside and the engine is rumbling to life, the house begins to 
impossibly blacken and sink into itself. 

“How is any of this possible?” Barry asks so quietly that the 
words crackle between his lips. 

The man nods and says nothing, just turns the truck around 
and begins down the road. Barry can’t see anything through the 
falling snow, but this man seems to know exactly where they are 
and where they are headed. Eventually they turn and leave the 
trees behind. In the distance, smoke is rising from the mountain. 

“Robert is dead,” Barry says, mostly to himself. 

The man finally speaks. “I’m sorry. But you deserve better.” 

Barry whips his head around, prepared to strike. “What do you 
know of us?” 

“Your husband worked for me, though not directly. I’ve 


watched him for months now. I always make sure I’ve got it right 
before I send along a gift.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Barry demands. 

“Robert was an adulterer and liar. He’d continued behind your 
back with another one of my employees for most of this year. 
Occasionally, he also went out with men outside of our office. I saw 
enough of it to know he should be selected.” 

Barry shakes his head and wipes tears from his eyes. “I don’t 
understand...” 

“T’ve been around for centuries, Barry. And along the way, I’ve 
learned some tricks. There was a time the darkness almost 
swallowed me, but I came out the other end.” 


Barry laughs and looks out the window. 
This dream is so weird, he thinks, trying to 
convince himself none of it is real. I’ve got to 
wake up. 


“T’m sorry, Barry, but you aren’t sleeping. But don’t you worry 
—TIll make sure you remember none of this.” 

The snow thickens around the truck until there’s nothing to see 
but white. When Barry turns from the window to ask the man 
what’s happening, a flash of light blinds him and— 


EPILOGUE 


The apartment is much too large for him, but he won’t be there for 
much longer. Barry has found a new place across town that is half 
its size. Though he remembers nothing of his Christmas trip, the 
police tell him a fire claimed his husband’s life and almost his as 
well. An unknown local rescued him from the flames and took him 
to the hospital where it was determined Barry had suffered a 
concussion. When he was released, he returned home to pack his 
things. Everywhere he looks, there’s a memory of Robert there. His 
heart hurts but something tells him this is for the best. He can’t 
explain it. 

At the funeral, an old man stands in the back. Though Barry 
can’t be sure, he swears he knows the man somehow. Maybe 
they’ve met at a work function of Robert’s in the past. When the 
guy waves prior to his departure, Barry reflectively waves back, 


confused. 

In the news, authorities continue their 
hunt for a wild animal that has recently 
slaughtered three bears and ten deer in a 
matter of days. Something about the story 
feels familiar to Barry but he can only assume 
it’s the wild plot of a horror movie he’s seen 
before. He wants to say it had something to do 
with eaters but decides it hardly matters either 
way. He wants nothing to do with it. He has 


more important things to worry about. 
His life is now open to a world of possibilities and a future 
must be carved. 


AN: In its early stages, this story was more humorous. The title was even 
something crude, though I can’t remember what it was anymore. 
Anyway, I eventually decided to break away from the humor and make 
it more serious, which I think was for the best. Two years have passed 
since this was first published as an ebook single, so looking back on it is 
interesting. I think I love it overall, but there are some things about the 
finale I would have liked changed. For example, having the spiders 
“connect” to make a “master spider” is just a bit silly, don’t you think? 
Why did I decide on that? 


HIDING 


She counted her breaths, not knowing what else could be done. Her 
mind was blank, stuck in a sort of shock from which she couldn’t 
recover. Every muscle was tight and unflinching. She would not 
blink, nor would she move her eyes. They were burning and 
watering, but she did her best to ignore them. Her breaths, 
however, were too loud no matter how hard she tried to silence 
them. 

The man heard her from behind the structure of boxes and 
shouted, “A game of hide and seek is too easy.” He sounded 
twitchy, yet confident; his voice was a thing of chaos. “Why don’t 
we race instead? I want to see how fast you can run.” 


DEGENERATE 


He has friends, but they’re not really his friends. He has a home, but 
it’s not really a home. He has a name, but it’s not really his name. 

Spit is what they call him. The “friends,” I mean. Others call 
him a “degenerate.” Both names work, honestly. He is the 
equivalent of saliva on the sidewalk, and he is a degenerate. Slimy 
and foul. Appearing in the streets, unwelcome. 

Spit likes to rob people. He is pretty good at pickpocketing, 
something he does in the subway on a daily basis. The city is full of 
unsuspecting people, bodies tangled together and touched all over. 
No one feels a thing. 

When he finds someone alone, he robs them face-to-face. He 
does this because he doesn’t care if the cops come for him. He’s 
good at running and hiding. Undoubtedly, there are warrants for his 
arrest. And one day, maybe they will catch him. But for now, he 
remains loose. 


For Spit, every morning is the same morning. There’s no Monday 
blues or Friday fevers. No weekends. There’s just daytime and 
nighttime. 


For others, it is Friday the 13th, and in 
December, no less. Outside, it’s cold and 
raining. Spit is hunkered down an alley in a 
mostly empty garbage unit. Occasionally, a 
bag of trash drops down beside him, and he 


checks its contents. No one has realized he’s 
there just yet. 


It’s been a good day since Spit has eaten, though he has money 
he’s stolen from others. Currently, he’s lying low because he robbed 
a convenience store the previous morning. He’s sure cops are 
paying extra attention to his area right now, which means he should 
leave for a bit. He’s considered hailing a cab but doing so would use 
all of his money. 

Beneath him, the ground rumbles as a train travels by. He feels 
stupid for not having thought of the subway sooner. There’s a 
station not far from him; he should be able to reach it unnoticed, 
especially with the rain to mask his movement. 

After having some breakfast in the way of a half-eaten parfait 
and a rejected banana, Spit exits the dumpster and throws on his 
hood. He slips his way into the crowd of moving umbrellas and 
reaches the subway stairs several minutes later. Not only has he 
made it without issue, but he’s also collected a new watch and a 
wallet along the way. 

As he awaits the next train, Spit fingers through the wallet and 
finds twenty-two dollars in small bills. He pockets them and 
discards the rest of the wallet into a nearby trash can. When he 
catches a woman eyeing him, he shows his middle finger and 
puckers his lips. The woman appears frightened and moves away, 
out of sight. 

The train comes five minutes later, and Spit is on it in a flash. 
He takes a seat in the back of the car and puts up his feet so no one 
can drop down beside him. The car is soon thick with bodies, most 
of which are dripping with rainwater. Spit ignores them all and puts 
his head back to rest his eyes. 


The nap is short-lived. Something happens out on the tracks, 
causing the train to break suddenly. The jolt startles Spit, but it’s 
the least of his worries. Everyone has vanished, leaving the car 
empty. How many stops have they had since he closed his eyes? He 
takes out the watch he’s just stolen that morning and checks the 
time. The hands are frozen on 12, all three of them. 

“Da fuck is this shit?” 

He stands and looks around the car for anyone asleep or 


hiding. After confirming his singularity, he puts his face against the 
wide window to see the surrounding tunnel, but everything is pitch- 
black outside. 

“Yo, let’s get moving. Just run the fat rats over, ‘ight?” 

The lights overhead flicker in response. Spit glances up for only 
a second, but it’s one second too many. Someone appears before 
him and grabs his neck, thrusting him against the car door. 

Surprised and unable to breathe, Spit kicks his lanky legs out at 
the man that has attacked him. He sees a dark, green suite of sorts, 
one that shimmers in the sputtering lights. The face is hidden 
behind a black mask and wasp-eyed goggles. 

Darkness overwhelms the car as Spit is dropped to the floor. 
When the lights roll back on through the train, the costumed man is 
sitting opposite of him, a leg casually resting atop the other. 

Spit coughs and finds his voice from the floor. “What the fuck, 
man? Who are you?” 

The costumed man looks both ridiculous and threatening. His 
uniform appears to be homemade, amateur in design. He almost 
looks like a special-ops agent that’s fallen into glitter and paint. 

Spit begins to laugh as he lifts himself up, absently rubbing his 
sore neck. “You some kind of hero or somethin’?” 

The masked man doesn’t reply. He just watches Spit with his 
arms crossed over his chest. 

“What did you do with everyone else?” 

Still, no response. 

Spit grows tired of the game and reveals a switchblade from 
one of his many pockets. “I’ll make ya talk,” he says, lunging 
forward and slicing the blade through the air. 

And only air. 

The masked man has vanished in the attack. 

Spit looks around, confused. The car is full of people once 
more, all of whom have backed away from him and his blade. 
Someone is on their phone calling the police. One man looks ready 
to defend the others if Spit makes another wrong move. 

The train slows to a stop and the doors open. Spit hurries out 
onto the unknown platform, away from everyone else. His blade is 
hidden once more, and he knows he must leave quickly before the 
police come. 

Back outside, the rain has hardened. He doesn’t recognize this 
part of the city, but a change of pace strikes him well enough. 


Clearly, he’s having an acid flashback and needs to lay low until it 
subsides. 

A park isn’t far. Upon spotting its browning grass, he makes for 
it in large strides. As he passes a woman and her dog, he swears the 
masked man reappears ahead of him. But, just as quickly as he’s 
come, he vanishes once more. Spit shakes his head irritably, 
wishing his mind would stop already. 

In the park, he finds a bench and sits down. He’s soaked now 
but doesn’t care. He’s alone in the park. Everyone that’s outside is 
on their way to work or somewhere else indoors. Only a degenerate 
like himself would be hanging out in the rain. 

Spit rubs his neck once more. It’s sore as if the attack really 
happened. He can’t make sense of that, nor does he want to try. 
Instead, he lays himself out on the bench and tries to sleep. When 
the sound of rain stops, he opens his eyes to something 
unbelievable. Droplets of water hang in the air, frozen in fall. There 
is no one in any direction. Even the cars have vanished, leaving the 
roads empty and quiet. 

The masked man appears beside the bench, out of thin air. Spit 
jumps in surprise and falls into the mud, cursing loudly. When he 
looks up, the masked man is moving toward him with clenched 
fists. 

“What the hell do you want, man? Leave me alone!” 

The masked man grabs him by the neck once more and lifts 
him to his feet. Once he’s standing by force, the man lets him go. 
Spit wipes the mud off his clothes as he mumbles under his breath. 

Then he takes a swipe at the masked man, who vanishes before 
impact can be made. Spit throws a tantrum, jumping in place and 
screaming obscenities. The rain returns, as does the life of the city 
around him. People are on the sidewalks once more, umbrellas up 
and in a hurry. Cars flood the streets, swerving and breaking and 
honking their horns. 

Spit decides he needs to end this acid flashback with another 
drug. 


With the stolen money in his pockets, he buys a heroine kit off a 
loser in the alley. There’s a group of them there, huddled under a 
makeshift tent of tarp. Though it’s been a while, he remembers how 
to use the stuff and chooses to leave the scene. 


He takes a seat and enjoys the view from a bench along the 
water. It’s difficult to see through the curtains of rain, but he likes 
the dotted chaos of it all. After shooting up right there on the spot, 
he lays his head back and closes his eyes, allowing the rain to soak 
his face. 

The masked man returns, grabbing Spit by the shirt and tossing 
him over the railing. 

Spit doesn’t bother to fight his way out of the water. He’s too lost in 
the heroine to even notice he’s drowning. So ends the degenerate, 
another life abused and wasted. 


AN: This one is a bit difficult to classify. The writing style seemed to 
work at the time of its creation, but over the years I’ve cringed reading 
this one more often than not. 


WHAT YOU 
NEVER 
WANTED 


(Previously published under the name G. A. Link in Blackberry Blood) 


Through the mist, 
I challenge. 


At the harbor, 
I dip. 


Drown in me 
While you drown me. 


Fill this void. 
Covet this heart, 
Cool these guts, 
And bring me back to dust. 


In the light, 
I suffer. 


In the darkness, 
I shine. 


Different always, 
Abandoned always. 


I am the horror 
—The fiend, not friend— 
That stares back at you; 
Pale skin, yellow teeth, 
Eyes blacker than you’ve ever seen. 


Love me if you do. 
Forget me if you don’t. 


I am sickly. 
I am dying. 
I am the creature that followed, 
Begging for your attention. 


You kept me close out of fear, 
And counted the days. 
I thought you wanted me, 
But I was wrong, always wrong. 


Back to the mist. 
Back to the harbor. 
Loving water. 
Drown me, Father. 


FEAR OF 
MYSELF 


(Previously published under the name G. A. Link in Blackberry Blood) 


This anxiety controls me, 
Contorts me, 
And consumes me. 


Most days, I doubt everything I’m doing, 
Even the things I enjoy and want to further. 


I confront myself and I feel lost. 


I hate to admit it, 
But I’m at war with my best intentions 
And what I love. 
When these battles manifest, 
I feel like I’m not good enough to succeed, 
That I will always be a failure to my family. 


Other days 
—When my anxiety is at sea, mostly— 
I see what I do and assure myself that I do, 
In fact, 
Have what it takes to make things happen. 
Unfortunately for all, it seems like these moments 
Are coming less often. 


There’s a fear here, 
Ever underlying 


And crawling out from the depths 
More frequently than ever before: 
A fear of myself. 

And I swear, it means to ruin me. 


EILEEN 
HORNBAKER’S 
10 MODERN 
DAY SERIAL 
KILLERS WITH 
CREATIVE 
GIMMICKS 


Chapter 6 
They’re Doing a Jig: The Twitcher 


The Twitcher is a favorite of mine, right there alongside the 
Backyard Sprinkler and the Pitstop Heart Breaker. After killing a 
person, the Twitcher cuts them open just enough to slip a wireless 
pad underneath the skin that shocks the muscles of the corpse 
whenever activated. This creates a spasming effect that the 


Twitcher uses as her signature “move”; and seeing as the Twitcher 
must flip the switch whenever the cops arrive on scene, she must be 
close by and watching. It’s risky, theatrical, and macabre. 

The earliest murder I can reasonably trace back to the Twitcher 
was that of Alan Simpson in Gabriel, New Jersey in August of 2012. 
The shock pads she was using back then were far more simplistic 
and glitchy, but they still made an appearance at the time. And as 
far as I can tell, this was the first recorded twitching corpse by the 
cops. As such, the killer hadn’t been dubbed “The Twitcher” just 
yet. That name didn’t surface until Melanie Pyper two years later. 
Detectives claim her murder was that of passion and were quite 
sure that the Twitcher knew this victim personally beforehand. This 
is interesting because no other victim has been linked in such a 
way, at least not publicly. It was Melanie’s local Channel 4 news 
that provided the Twitcher name after suggesting Melanie was the 
fourth victim to have been discovered flopping around post- 
mortem. Early on, others were suggested—including the Deadly 
Masseuse—but it was the Twitcher that ended up sticking in the 
long run. 

Following the case of Melanie Pyper, the Twitcher moved 
further south into Tennessee. Her next kill came towards the end of 
2015, which brings us to the interesting play by Marcus Jordan of 
Erwin. After the Twitcher made her debut in the Volunteer State, 
Marcus took it upon himself to stalk the Twitcher in an attempt to 
reveal her true identity. As I will discuss here shortly, Marcus had 
developed a personal vendetta against the Twitcher, and it was 
thanks to his fiery determination that we had any real knowledge of 
the Twitcher at all. 

With the help of a secret friend who wishes to remain 
unidentified, I was granted access to the partial audio of an 
interview between Marcus Jordan and a detective of the Erwin 
police department in which Marcus tells a story of meeting the 
Twitcher face-to-face, albeit briefly. 


Audio Transcript 

File Name: MJ_Interview_030318_Twitcher 

Audio Length: 00:04:27 

Date Transcribed: June 2, 2023 

Description: Statement of Marcus Jordan, unknown time, March the 


3rd of 2018, interviewed by Detective Roland Emery 


Detective Emery: Go ahead and state your 
name for the record. 

Jordan: Marcus Antwon Jordan. 

Detective Emery: You requested a private 
room for us to discuss the murders perpetrated 
by the killer dubbed the Twitcher, is that 
correct? 

Jordan: Yes, it is. I met her once, you know? 
Two years ago. 

Detective Emery: Is that so? 

Jordan: I figured out where she’d be and 
surprised her. 

Detective Emery: When and where was this? 
Jordan: In Chilhowie, January 2016. This 
would have been for the murder of David 
Fray. 

Detective Emery: Is there a record of you 
being there? 

Jordan: Of course. I spoke with the local 
police after. I called it in. The murder, that is. 
The body never flopped around because of me. 
I must have scared her good. She didn’t stick 


around to put on her usual show. 
There’s a pause as a pencil scratches words onto paper. 


Detective Emery: Tell me what happened 
when you surprised the Twitcher. 


Jordan: She ran. Got away. 

Detective Emery: Why weren’t you able to 
stop her? 

Jordan: You know why. 

Detective Emery: Glass? 

Jordan: A plate. She had it broken outside the 
bedroom door, and I stepped on it. Alerted 
her. She always has an escape route ready. At 
least, for the second part she does. You knew 
that, right? 

Detective Emery: What do you mean by 
“second part”? 

Jordan: When they’re dead and she’s applying 
one of her devices. 

Detective Emery: Did you see what she looked 
like? 

Jordan: Not in any detail. Not then, at least. I 
told the cops this when it first happened. 
Detective Emery: How do you know the 
Twitcher is a girl then? 

Jordan: I’ll get to that, don’t worry. 


Someone sighs. 

Detective Emery: Okay. So, when you walked 
in on the Twitcher, what exactly did they do? 
Jordan: She heard the plate and cursed under 
her breath. Unlike her, I didn’t bother 
whispering when I cursed. I knew I had been 
made and was pissed at myself. She quickly 


snapped away from the bed and launched 
herself through the window. Very...I don’t 
know, um...Olympic? She moved like a 
gymnast. I hurried after her, of course, but I 
can’t leap out of windows like that. I looked 
outside for her, but she was nowhere to be 
seen. 

Detective Emery: This was at night? 

Jordan: Yes. It was dark. Sometime after 
midnight. 

Detective Emery: Then the police came. 
Jordan: Within five minutes, I’d say. 

Detective Emery: And were you detained? 

The audio is snipped, and leaps forward an 
undetermined amount of time. 1 

Detective Emery: So, Mr. Jordan, what is it 
that brings you in today several months later 
to talk about all this once more? You said you 
had new information for us. 

Jordan: I do. 

Detective Emery: And it is...what? 

Jordan: She’s still out there. 

Detective Emery: Did you believe they’d been 
caught? 

Jordan: I hadn’t heard about the Twitcher for 
some time. I guess I naturally assumed she was 
gone, perhaps run off by me almost catching 


her.2 Before last night, I even considered the 
possibility she’d died. 

Detective Emery: Last night. You’re referring 
to the body discovered in Johnson City then? 
Jordan: Yes. The one they’re talking about on 
the news. 

Detective Emery: Did you witness the murder? 
Jordan: No. But I saw something a couple 
weeks ago that I found odd. I thought about it 
again this morning and decided I should stop 
by here. You know Blocks Loyal, that large 
cemetery in Erwin? 

Detective Emery: Sure. 

Jordan: I was there visiting my sister. She died 
when we were teenagers. Car accident. There 
was this woman there, youngish, maybe my 
age or so. She was going around with a deck 
of cards. Talking to tombstones and reading 
them out loud. Occasionally, she wrote 
something down. It was weird. She’d overturn 
cards at some of them. I was a bit distracted 
by my own shit, so I didn’t pay too close 
attention to her at first. But then she left and 
passed right by me. And our eyes met. And I 
swear she recognized me. There was, like, a 
startle in her. Then she smiled and hurried to 
her car. Once she was gone, I went to the row 


of headstones where she’d been hanging out 
and checked some of the names. They were all 
different. Like, they weren’t shared plots or 
whatever for family members. I’m not really 
sure why she was going from one to the next. 
Not at first, at least. 

Detective Emery: Where is this going, Mr. 
Jordan? 

Jordan: For starters, it was a girl at the 
cemetery, and I swear she recognized me. I 
told you I’d come back to that. And second, I 
remembered some of the names she was near. 
When they talked about the JC murder on the 
news last night, I didn’t think much of it. 
Detective Emery: What changed? 

Jordan: Last night, they didn’t give out the 
victim’s name. They didn’t even mention the 
Twitcher. There were no public details yet. 
But then this morning, they did an update on 
it. Gave the name and the connection. Which 
is why I’m here. 

Detective Emery: Did you realize you knew 
the victim? 

Jordan: No. But I recognized the name they 
gave: Justin Montgomery. That was on one of 
the tombstone names that girl had visited at 


Blocks Loyal. 
There are sounds of shuffling papers, followed by another sigh. 


Detective Emery: ’m going to need a little 
more to work with here, Mr. Jordan. 

Jordan: Isn’t it obvious? I doubt it’s just a 
coincidence that a woman was acting weird 
around some tombstones a couple weeks 
before the murder of someone with the same 
name. 

Detective Emery: Seems like a stretch, Mr. 
Jordan, but we’re taking the Twitcher case 
seriously. Can you describe the woman from 
Blocks Loyal for me? 

Jordan: Sure. You have a sketch artist on 
hand? 


There are several things about this interview I would like to point 
out, besides the obvious reveal that the Twitcher is a girl and that 
there was something removed from the recording so that I couldn’t 
repeat it here or anywhere else. One, Marcus was already aware 
that the Twitcher leaves out broken glass or something of the like 
within doorways. That wasn’t public knowledge at the time. The 
cops knew it, but no one else was supposed to. And yet, Marcus 
knew. Ill swing back around to that in just a moment. Two, the 
Twitcher is apparently very limber and athletic, which suggests 
she’s still young enough to be jumping out windows without fail. 
Three, this murder in Johnson City that Marcus refers to is one of 
the first to appear in the Tri-City area of northeastern Tennessee. 
The Twitcher wasn’t originally active in those parts, as made clear 
by my previous mentions of victims in New Jersey and Maryland. 
However, it was at this time that the next ten murders linked to the 
Twitcher all took place within a 75-mile radius of the Blocks Loyal 
Cemetery Marcus mentions to the detective. Apparently, the 
Twitcher settled down for some time before moving on (this being, 
supposedly, around 2021 during the COVID pandemic, seeing as the 


next linked murder occurred in Tallahassee, Florida, roughly six 
months after Timothy Johannson was discovered in Jonesborough). 
It was between the deaths of Tanisha Jordan and Henry Floyd of 
Tallahassee that the Twitcher was the most active. 

The reason I felt the need to include this interview with Marcus 
Jordan here is because it was the first time the police started 
actively looking for a woman tied to the Twitcher murders. 
Previous to this interview in 2018, the police had assumed the 
Twitcher was male, based on the archaic notion that only men can 
bring down other men. Women aren’t as fragile as we’ve been 
painted for centuries. And, maybe, this is one of the reasons I have 
such a deep interest in the Twitcher. Not only is she creative, but 
she is also a woman capable of vicious power. 

Before we move onto the important letter discovered on the 
body of Sheila Hampstead, allow me to circle back to Marcus’s 
knowledge of the broken glass. This is important because—without 
deep diving into Marcus Jordan as a person of interest—this 
interview revealed to the police that Marcus knew intimate details 
of the Twitcher murders he wasn’t supposed to know. This must 
have put his name down in a file immediately. Or maybe it was 
already on one, seeing as the recording I was given is missing a 
chunk of discussion about Marcus’s involvement with the police 
after his encounter with the Twitcher. 

It was after hearing this partial audio that I made it my mission 
to learn more about Marcus to further understand that discussion 
with Detective Emery. It didn’t take long to learn that Marcus was 
married to the woman murdered during December of 2015, the 
previously noted Tanisha Jordan. Obviously, her death was 
attributed to the Twitcher due to the electric pads slipped beneath 
her skin. At this point, Marcus somehow figured out a pattern to the 
Twitcher’s attacks. We know from the interview that he later 
assumed the Twitcher was using Blocks Loyal to choose future 
victims. But before that? How did Marcus know to be at the house 
of Jonathan Granger in Bristol, Virginia? My sleuthing only 
revealed so much, unfortunately. To answer these questions, I 
needed to seek out Marcus and personally ask him myself. To my 
dismay (and now yours), hours before I was scheduled to meet 
Marcus at Diane’s Coffee on Euclid Avenue in Kingsport, Tennessee, 
he conveniently died from falling down the stairs of his apartment 
building. I don’t doubt one second that the Twitcher knew what he 


was about to do and quickly silenced him. 

But why then? Why not sooner, like after Marcus walked in on 
her preparing Granger’s corpse for the police? 

I think there’s some level of pageantry and surprise that the 
Twitcher enjoys spicing up her life on the run. If not for the close 
calls, maybe she’d lose the attention she craves. It’s not like the 
twitching corpse gag gets the talk it used to. She’s been at this for 
over a decade now, after all. 

Which brings us to the letter pinned to Sheila Hampstead’s 
forehead. 


I suppose this was overdue. I need a bit of a break. You people are 
wearing me out! I change up my game every now and then, but it’s no 
longer enough. Maybe this will actually be the end of it all. Maybe not. 
But I know I need a nap, so to speak. I’m thinking of taking a vacation 
overseas for a bit, so good luck catching me. 

In the past year, I’ve recorded some things I may send to you soon from 
afar, but I haven’t yet decided because those recordings would effectively 
keep me out of the states. Just know, I’ve created some bonus material 
for those that have taken an interest in me over the years. 

To express my gratitude for all the news coverage and (gasp!) fans, 
enjoy this little poem: 


When the night comes and the moon grins white teeth 
I share my joy by slipping just beneath 

Skin with a custom designed electric bite 

That makes them jump and jerk in futile flight 


Sincerely yours, 
The Twitcher 


The body of Sheila Hampstead was discovered in Columbus, 
Georgia four months prior to the writing of this chapter. Since her 
murder, there has not been a single recorded “sighting” of the 
Twitcher. So, perhaps she went through with that vacation. Will we 
see her again? Only time will tell. But she’s temporarily vanished in 
the past. I think Marcus Jordan had something to do with that, 
because it was two years after his interview with Detective Emery 
before another murder was credited to the Twitcher. Granted, I 


stand by my assumption that she was responsible for Marcus’s fall 
down his apartment stairs, but there’s nothing that actually 
supports my claim. 


Where does the Twitcher sit on your list? Here are some stats and 
facts for you fans out there: 


Given Title(s) by the Media: The Twitcher, 
The Shocker, The Ventriloquist, The Deadly 
Masseuse 

Gender: Female 

Age: Assuming the 2012 murder of Alan 
Simpson was indeed her first strike and that 
she was at least eighteen at the time, the 
Twitcher was probably 29-30 when this 
chapter was written in 2023.3 This assumption 
is also based on the athletics of the Twitcher 
described by Marcus Jordan in his interview 
with Detective Emery. 

The Gimmick: Victims were killed in a variety 
of ways. What made them special were the 
electronic pads set somewhere beneath their 
skin post-mortem. Once activated, these pads 
would shock the body. Sometimes, their 
positioning simply left the bodies flinching or 
jerking in circles across the floor. Other times, 
limbs would move on their own by specific 
design. For example, Timothy Johannson was 
said to have been electrified into waving at 


the police when they discovered him dead in 
his gaming chair. 

Number of Attributed Kills: 21, which is more 
than Dahmer but less than Gacy 

Active Period: 2012-2023 

Recorded Locations: Florida, Georgia, 
Kentucky, Maryland, New Jersey, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia 
Documented Traits of Appearance: According 
to Marcus Jordan, the only person to offer a 
description to the police, the Twitcher has 
black hair and brown eyes. She is roughly 
53”, give or take one or two inches. She has a 
narrow jaw and a small mouth. She is thin and 
athletically inclined. No tattoos, scars, or 
piercings were noted. 

Most Prolific Case: Caroline Judge and 
Michael Jenson were one of the very few 
couples to be killed together. Forensics suggest 
the two died within the same hour in separate 
locations of the house they shared. Caroline 
had been in the shower shaving when she was 
strangled with wire. Michael was in the 
kitchen preparing dinner when a butcher knife 
was thrust into his medulla oblongata. Both 
victims were then taken to the dinner table 
and held in place with strings. Of course, like 


with all of the Twitcher’s crime scenes, the 
cops walked in just in time for the bodies to 
convulse at the table with a spoonful of soup 
in hand, which splattered everywhere. Broken 
china plates were left in front of every 
entrance to the room, of which there were 
three. No fingerprints were extracted—there 
never are. 

Most Neglected Case: Gillian Murphy isn’t 
often considered a case of the Twitcher 
because the police never walked in on her 
corpse vibrating in greeting. However, the 
autopsy revealed that she actually had an 
electronic pad underneath the skin between 
her shoulder blades. Seeing as she was found 
in bed, partially propped up with pillows, it 
can be argued that the Twitcher’s intention 
was to have a shock send the corpse upward, 
as if Gillian were sitting up in surprise. But 
because the pad malfunctioned and the corpse 
was still, there was no clever display for the 
police that linked the murder to the Twitcher. 
Gillian was simply bagged and tagged. Even 
after the autopsy revealed she was outfitted 
with a pad similar to those found on other 
Twitcher victims, the discovery was never 
made public. 


In our next chapter... 
When You Gotta Go, You Gotta Go: The Backyard Sprinkler 


FOOTNOTES 


1 The only reason I know this interview was 
edited here-besides the fact that Marcus 
doesn’t seem to answer the _ detective’s 
question—is because it was explained to me 
certain details could not yet be leaked to the 
public. Whatever Marcus’ explained to 
Detective Emery about that night must have 
revealed something so important that the 
police believe it will help them identify the 
Twitcher. I will go more into this after the 
transcript. 

2 Following the murder of Tanisha Jordan in 
December of 2015, there were no reported 
kills by the Twitcher until March of 2018. This 
was one of several breaks in which the 
Twitcher seemed to be inactive. 

3 Had new information been presented prior to 
the publication of this book, I would have 
updated this profile. 

4 To complete a book of this nature, a writer 
must have friends in many places privy to 
underground knowledge such as this autopsy. 
Because I have seen this file with my own 


eyes, I have no problem listing Gillian Murphy 
a victim of the Twitcher, even though she has 
remained “off the books,” so to speak. And 
assuming I am correct about Gillian (and, 
come on, I most likely am), then she was the 
second ever victim of the Twitcher. Alan 
Simpson was killed during August of 2012; 
Gillian was killed in October of the same year. 
The two even lived within a mile of each other 
in Gabriel. Her pad malfunctioning makes 
sense, because the MTwitcher was _§ still 
perfecting her tech at the time and some of 
her earliest crime scenes were messier. 


AN: I have introduced quite a few serial killers 
since 2017 and thought it would be fun to do an 
epistolary collection of profiles on them. It hasn’t 
happened yet at the time of publishing this 
collection, but it is still under consideration. I 
have also thought of writing a novel that follows 
the Twitcher during her active years noted in this 
chapter. By the way, this isn’t her first 
appearance if you never read Sickness is in 
Season—“Block Loyal and the Twitcher’s Game” 
will give you further insight into her activities at 
the cemetery. 


CURIOSITY 
WILL COST 
YOU 


There’s a space in the forest 
Swallowing black and surrounded by 
Twisting branches that reach from 
Thick, gnarled trees that breathe rot 
Enchanted by something evil and starving 


It calls to you from off the path 
Luring you into its dark embrace and 
Sucking you dry, cursed and living 
The air lifts you off your feet and 
Spins you in place slowly, sensually 
Swallowing your skin and 
Dissolving your nutrients 


It slurps the marrow from your bones 
The blood from your veins 
And the jelly of your eyes 


Don’t venture, 
Curious and hungry, 
Off the path and into the unknown 
Where dark things wait to take advantage 


Of the lost and naive lamb ripe for the taking 


BURSTING 
FORTH IN THE 
SKY 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


A blossoming green 
Ultraviolet waves that tumble 
Over a screaming moon 
Mouth wide and stars falling 
Visions that cannot be contained 
Or understood 
Visions that wreck my eyes and bless me 
Simultaneously 
As I forever seek such cosmic beauty again 


BURROW 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


I think ve stepped on a broken thorn or needle. Something is sharp 
inside my shoe, pricking my big toe and making it knot from the 
inside out. I stop to remove my shoe and run a hand along my sock, 
right there on the sidewalk. Of course, I don’t find anything. I 
return the shoe to my foot and continue down the street. I’m fine at 
first. But by the time I’m nearing my house, that prickly feeling 
returns to my toe. I hurry inside and remove both my shoes and 
socks. I place my leg over my knee and pull my foot close to my 
face. I can’t see anything, but it feels like something is inside the toe 
and it fiercely itches. I scratch but it does no good. 

“What are you doing?” 

I look up to see Kaylee enter the living room. 

“My big toe,” I say, raking my fingernails against its underside. 
“It’s having a nerve flare-up or something.” 

“How so?” My wife takes a seat beside me and wrinkles her 
nose. 

“You ever get...uh, what are they called? A corn or whatever? 
It’s like a hard nodule that twists into you like an invisible nail. It 
could be that, just new.” I shrug and return my foot to the floor. 
“Um, I think ’ll take a bath and read a little. Use some Epsom salt.” 

My wife nods and stands. “I will be in the office. I have that 
deadline tomorrow for the new book.” 

“You staying up late then?” 

“Probably.” 

“T will stop by after my bath to see how you're doing,” I say, 
leaving the couch and heading towards the stairs. The itch has 
subsided, but I anticipate it returning before long. I wonder if 
something could have bitten me, and the rash has yet to show. 


Considering the toughness of my feet, it may never show. 

Once I have my bath ready, I collect an Eric LaRocca title from 
the shelf and lower myself into the hot, salted water I’ve prepared. 
My body is stiff, so the heat is especially comforting. All is well for 
a while. Then I feel the itch from inside my toe again. I smash it 
against the wall of the tub, applying as much pressure as I can 
manage, in hope that it will stomp the nefarious tickle. But there is 
no such luck. 

“Fucking thing,” I growl, bringing my foot toward my face for a 
closer look. At first, I see nothing but calluses. ’'m about to release 
my foot and submerge it once more when I see a darkened shape— 
slender and worm-like—shift under the skin. As quickly as it 
appeared, it was gone. Perhaps a trick of the light. Though I swear I 
felt the movement inside me. 

I wait a moment longer, scrutinizing the toe, before finally 
relaxing in the water once more and returning to my book. 

Later, I return to the bedroom with a towel wrapped around 
my waist. As I retrieve pajamas from the dresser, my wife appears 
to tell me she may not be up late after all. 

“Youre nearly finished?” I ask, using the towel to dry off. 


My wife eyes my naked form and nods. 
“[m making good time. I was thinking... 
maybe we could make a good time. You know 


how sex helps my focus.” 

I grin and drop my towel to the floor. “I suppose I could spare a 
few minutes.” 

“Har-har,” she groans, wrapping her arms around my neck. 

We move toward the bed as I undress her. We don’t get very 
far, though, before the pain in my toe returns. The sudden twisting 
sensation beneath my skin makes me twitch and bite down on 
Kaylee’s lip. She pulls back, cursing, and tells me to take it easier. 
Instead, I roll off her and bring my foot up to my face. 

“What the hell are you doing?” she asks. 

“It fucking hurts,” I hiss, eyeing my toe closely. Kaylee puts her 
chin on my shoulder for a view of her own. “See that,” I say, 
pointing to a new bruising on the underside of my toe. “That wasn’t 
there just a few minutes ago when I was washing off.” 

“Maybe you popped a blood vessel,” she suggests. 


I open my mouth to reply when we see my skin suddenly ripple 
with the movement and shape of something slender inside my toe. 
Kaylee pulls back from my shoulder and yelps. I curse and jump up 
to stomp my foot against the carpet several times. 

“What was that?” Kaylee screams. 

“T think there’s—” 

I don’t get the words out quickly enough. Another twist of pain 
brings me down to the floor, once again grabbing my foot and 
cursing. This time, the bruise is opening like a blossoming flower as 
something drills its way out of my toe. It’s small and thin, long, 
with an orange body and dark blue limbs. It almost looks like an 
elongated gecko, but I’ve never heard of those burrowing into a 
person and eating away at them. It’s no bigger than a fingernail 
clipping, which is why it was able to nestle within my toe for the 
past hour. 

Kaylee shrieks from behind me on the bed. “Kill it!” 

I flick the bastard off my bloody toe and reach under the bed 
for my slippers. The tiny lizard hisses from the carpet and races 
toward the bathroom. I climb to my feet painfully and race after it 
with my slipper. For a moment, I lose track of it and have to pause. 
Then I spot the flicker of orange in my peripheral and turn to face 
the toilet just as the little critter launches itself into the water. 

“Shit! Should I flush it?” I call over my shoulder as I approach 
the toilet. 

“No! Get it out and kill it! You need the body.” 

I look into the water and realize the lizard is gone, probably on 
its way to the sewers now. 

I return to the bedroom and say, “Too late. It went down on its 
own. Why did we need the body?” 

“Shouldn’t we show someone? That...didn’t look like anything 
I’ve ever heard of.” 

“Honestly, it was so small that I probably would have needed 
to capture it alive, not kill it.” I hold up my slipper and continue, 
“This would have smashed it beyond recognition, I think.” 

“So, it flushed itself?” 

“Essentially.” I sit down on the bedside and inspect the wound 
on my toe. We can see the hole it popped out and little pieces of my 
fat and muscle shredded from the creature’s digging. 

“Does it hurt?” Kaylee asks, wincing from the sight of it. 

“Yeah. It aches. And stings when I walk on it now. Where do 


we have bandages?” 

“Don’t you think we should go to the hospital? Just in case it 
was poisonous?” 

I think about it and look at the wound once more. “Let’s wait a 
bit, see how I do.” 

Kaylee stands from the bed and begins toward the door. “I 
guess...I’m going back to the office. The mood is definitely gone.” 

“Yeah...good luck in there.” 

“Thanks.” Kaylee leaves the room to return to her office. I take 
myself back into the bathroom to clean the wound and bandage it. 
Once I’ve done that, I climb into bed with my book to read some 
more. I’m suddenly very tired. It doesn’t take long for me to fall 
asleep with my book collapsing upon my face. 


When I wake up, several hours have passed 
and it’s evening. I check on Kaylee in her 
office and find her in front of the small TV in 
the corner watching the new season of 


Stranger Things instead of writing. 

“Are you celebrating a completed book?” I ask, hopefully. 

“Nearly. I’m working on the closing pages, but my brain is a bit 
fried.” She laughs and points at the TV. “I’m trying to shock it 
awake.” 

“You excited?” 

“And nervous. Where have you been?” 

“I fell asleep reading, apparently. I feel like I’m hungover or 
something. Just dead tired and, I don’t know, crummy, I guess.” 

“So, maybe we should revisit that hospital idea?” she asks, 
turning from the TV. 

“You think that’s it? I’m sick because of the lizard thing?” 
“It was inside you, somehow. I’d be more concerned if I were 
you.” 

I nod and say, “I just hate the fucking hospital.” 

Kaylee stands and switches off the TV. “We all do, babe. Come 
on, get some clothes on.” She ushers me out the door and back to 
the bedroom. Since the incident with my toe, I’ve only been 
wearing a robe. I wonder if that’s the reason I’m so cold. It would 


certainly be a better explanation than a fever. I consider finding our 
thermometer but decide against it; Kaylee seems worried as it is, 
even if I’m stubborn. 

In the car, my toe begins to pulse with heat. There’s also a 
sharp twinge moving throughout my foot with every throb. I don’t 
tell Kaylee, though I suspect she can tell I’m holding back 
something; the discomfort must be written all over my face. What I 
really want tonight is for Kaylee to return home and finish her 
project. I don’t need her to take me to the hospital. She’s just 
worried, which is great of her, but I can handle myself. 

I think. 

The waiting room is relatively full when we arrive. I beg Kaylee 
to leave me and return home. “I'll call you in a few hours whenever 
they release me,” I tell her with a kiss on the cheek. “Please, don’t 
worry so much. It’s just a bite.” 

“Um, it’s not just a bite. Something was inside your foot like a 
worm or...I don’t know, one of those scarab beetles from the 
Mummy movies.” 

I sigh, trying to find the words. “You have a deadline, Kaylee. 
Just go home and focus on that. I’ll survive. We’ll laugh about this 
when I see you later tonight. I’m sure the doctor will just call me 
crazy, dress the wound or whatever, and kick me out.” 

Kaylee reluctantly nods, kisses me back, and turns away from 
the waiting room. “Keep me updated,” she calls over her shoulder 
on her way out. 


By the time I’m taken to a room, nearly two hours have gone by. 
The only reason they finally took me from the waiting pool was 
because they realized my foot had swollen and turned black and 
blue. I don’t even feel the pain anymore; it almost feels like a 
hollow cooler has replaced my foot, if that makes any sense to you. 
(It does to me.) 

Maybe because they’re worried about amputation—or more 
likely because they’re worried about a lawsuit—a doctor joins me 
within minutes. It’s never a good sign when a doctor greets you 
with an “oh, fuck!” One glance in my direction is all it took. 

“Jesus...uh, so what happened to you, Mr. Gaskarth?” he asks 
on approach. He looks over a printout from the check-in nurse and 
makes a face. 


“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” I say, hesitating. “But we 
found a tiny, colorful lizard of some sort living inside my big toe.” I 
try lifting my foot for him but I can hardly feel it. There’s a mixture 
of weight and numbness below that knee. 

“Living inside you?” 

“At least, for an hour or two today. I was walking when I first 
felt some sharp pain. A little later, this little gecko-like creature dug 
its way out of my toe and escaped into the toilet.” 

The doctor laughed but immediately checked himself. “I’ve 
never heard of such a thing in this country.” 

“What about elsewhere?” 

“T could check. The Amazon is full of strange animals, big and 
small. But here in the states? I have trouble believing such a thing 
can just be stumbled upon. Unless you crossed paths with someone’s 
exotic pet.” 

“That’s possible, isn’t it?” I ask. 

The doctor concedes with a shrug and pulls up a chair at the 
end of my bed to inspect my foot. “This is an unfortunate reaction, 
whatever the cause. We need to drain your foot ASAP, or you could 
lose it.” 

“Mind if I call my wife and let her know what’s next?” 

The doctor stands. “Go ahead. You'll be here overnight.” 

I curse as I unhappily locate my phone. 


I don’t remember the procedure. I remember being wheeled into the 
proper room but then my memory goes white with blinding lights 
and anesthesia. Though my foot was drained, they found rotting 
tissue along the way. Some of the infection had already spread up 
to my ankle. I woke from one blanked procedure and taken quickly 
into another. The second time I awoke, I was half a leg less. Though 
I was informed my wife was in the waiting room, they wouldn’t let 
her back. Not right away. The doctor had to talk to me carefully to 
avoid shocking my emotional state. It still happened, just not so bad 
that I needed to be injected with anything to bring me back. 

I spent several days in the hospital following the amputation. 
The doctor and his colleagues wanted to make sure the infection 
didn’t show elsewhere. Luckily, it did not. I would have physical 
therapy for an unknown amount of time moving forward, the nurse 
said, seeing as I was now disabled. 


Prior to my discharge, I was informed samples of my rotting 
tissue had been mailed out for testing. Whatever had burrowed 
through my toe was something that needed to be exterminated; it 
was Clearly dangerous. I was never told whether or not the results 
would be shared with me, so I got into the habit of checking the 
news often. Though my incident was talked about briefly by several 
outlets, it was never a headliner. 

I developed three new fears from my experience. One: The 
toilet. I was scared the little bastard would swim back out of the 
pipes and jump into my asshole. Two: Walks. I never saw the lizard 
before that first twinge of pain. It could have come from anywhere. 
And numero tres: Leaving the house. I became agoraphobic. Thanks 
to my wife’s writing income, we were able to stay afloat during the 
time I sorted out a remote job I could do from home. In fact, Kaylee 
became in high demand after my “accident.” Her most recent 
thriller is currently hosted by Book of the Month! 


Aside from writing another novel, the 
extra time we spent together during my 
recovery led to a miracle. Three months after 
my return home from rehabilitation upon 
losing half my leg, we learned Kaylee was 
pregnant. Cynthia was born September 3rd 
with the cutest fucking freckles ’ve ever seen 
on a baby. Despite the loss of a limb, I 
suddenly felt more alive than ever. 


Cynthia is now eight months old. She’s trying to walk but hasn’t 
gotten the balance yet to take her first steps. Sometimes, I crawl 
around on the floor with her, though it isn’t easy. I have a 
prosthetic leg now and getting down on my hands and knees 
sometimes makes the knee lock. I’m hoping it will be easier when 
she’s walking but, for all I know, it’s going to get a lot harder. 
Though I have the prosthetic leg, I still use a cane sometimes to 
get up the stairs or down the front hill. I’m using it now as I poke 
my head through the doorway to Kaylee’s office and ask, “How does 


your checklist look today?” 

“Two video interviews this afternoon with bloggers. And...a 
phone call with Sarah tonight about the kids' book,” she tells me in 
between sips of coffee. 

Sarah is her new agent that helped her with the bestseller. 
They’ve been having regular meetings for months now, planning 
years ahead. I’m excited for what’s to come for Kaylee. 

“Well, Cynthia is down for her nap right now,” I say. “Are you 
able to help me put together her swing?” 

“Yeah, I’ll be down in a few.” 

I leave the office doorway and begin slowly down the stairs. 
Once I’m in the living room, I begin unboxing the swing we ordered 
to the house last week. 

Sometimes, I feel like I still have my leg. I’m sure you’ve heard 
of the phantom limb syndrome. Experiencing it doesn’t surprise me, 
all things considered. However, I find it disturbing when I feel the 
itch in my toe again, the toe that is no longer there. It’s like the 
dredging of a bad memory I already face on a deadly basis with my 
replacement leg. 

I’m feeling it right now. It brings up a whirlwind of emotion 
sometimes. I try not to become frustrated with the swing as I lay 
out its parts across the floor, but that phantom itch strikes hard 
when it comes about. As I stretch across the carpet with some 
pieces of the swing, I feel a zap shoot up my side from the missing 
leg. It causes me to jerk and fall forward into the arranged pieces 
upon the floor. 

“Are you okay?” 

I gather myself and turn to see Kaylee enter the room. 

“Yeah, it was just...nothing.” I turn back to the swing and 
locate the directions. 

“You sure?” Kaylee asks, eyeing me. 

I nod as she takes a seat on the floor beside me. Luckily, the 
swing isn’t nearly as difficult to put together as some of Cynthia’s 
other things. We get it done within ten minutes, supplied with 
batteries and good to go. 

As we discuss our weekend plans in the kitchen, Kaylee refills 
her coffee cup. “I need the extra pep,” she tells me. 

“You’ve been keeping busy,” I acknowledge. 

“You’ve been great with Cynthia. But I worry she doesn’t see 
me enough.” 


“T think we handle her equally. We both work. We take turns. 
You’re just far busier than I am,” I say with a chuckle. “Of course, 
you’re going to be exhausted. But you’ve been kicking ass.” 

Kaylee smiles with some embarrassment and gives me a peck 
on the cheek. The peck somehow moves into a deep kiss, and she’s 
pressed up against the refrigerator moments later. My hands are 
raising her shirt when we hear Cynthia cry from her room upstairs. 

“Damn,” I say, letting go of Kaylee’s shirt. “I’ll check on her. 
It’s too soon for her to be getting up already.” 

I grab my cane on the way to the stairs and move as quickly as 
I can to the next level. Cynthia isn’t so much crying as she is 
whimpering by the time I’ve reached the hallway. Is she scared of 
something? 

Finally, I near her nursery and push open the door. My leg is 
stiff as I approach Cynthia’s crib, the knee grinding with every 
movement. I lean over the railing and look down at my daughter, 
expecting to see her tears replaced by a smile at my arrival. Instead, 
I find something else. 

Something small and slimy with an orange body and dark blue 
limbs... 

And it’s on Cynthia’s face. 


AN: “Burrow” was the first story I wrote as Gavin 
Ritter. I was having a pain in my toe the day I 
randomly wrote this story. I thought, What if 
something is inside me? I thought of lizards you 
see darting around the perimeter of the house and 
just went with it. 


IDENTITY 


People were far more accepting now than they were when he was a 
kid. At times, he felt like he could reveal his true self and finally 
embrace his identity. Other times—times when he was home 
around his father—he felt it was best to keep quiet and closeted. He 
was dating a biological woman, after all. Why come out as a 
pansexual? What was there to gain? 


The problem was Steven had to watch the 
way he acted around his father. He had to be 
rigid, manly. He had to watch his singing and 
dancing and the way he moved. He could not 
move as fluidly as he did when alone or with 
his girlfriend, Nicole. He often wondered why 
a man had to remain stiff, keep his chest out 
and arms flexed. Why a man could not be 
vocal or swing his hips without being gay. In 
his father’s circle, that was a curse. You don’t 
do that, son. It makes you look like a fag. 

He had a childhood memory of walking 
through the house with his wrists limp against 
his chest. The first time his father caught him 
doing this, he was scolded. The second time, 


he was thrown into the closet and a chair was 
placed against the door. It was a bit on the 
nose, but he was sure his father knew that. He 
was telling his son to go into the closet and 
never act that way again, especially in front of 
others. And so, as Steven grew, he learned to 
suppress the natural way his body would 
move. He learned to keep his singing—the 
kind that could be considered flamboyant—to 
the times he was on his own. 

Nicole knew his secret. Some of his 
friends even knew, or at least suspected. But 
publicly, he was a straight man. “Nothing 
different to see here.” Nicole’s family didn’t 
know his secret either. Like his parents, they 
were in the dark. Their views were 
questionable as well. Steven feared they 
wouldn’t accept him as a pansexual, not that 
he felt really accepted by them anyway. He’d 
never lived in an accepting place of tolerance, 
nor had their parents. It was a matter of 
exposure on some level, but at their age, could 
they change? 

The hypocritical church claimed to be 
transgressive but denied queer members of the 
congregation the ability to volunteer in the 
nursery. Why? Because their lifestyle needed 


to be kept away from the children. It was a 


bad influence. 

It was no wonder he was closeted. Even online where his 
community thrived, he didn’t feel safe. If he came out as pansexual, 
he feared people would say he was just trying to join a trend. That 
he wasn’t truly queer. That he couldn’t love who he loved without it 
being a fuckin’ statement. Like it was an act to get a point across. 

Was it all in his head? He couldn’t help but occasionally 
wonder. 


Sometimes, Steven convinced himself his 
family wouldn’t care if he revealed his truth. 
But then those memories with his father would 
return. The memories of being scolded, of 
being locked in the closet. The memories of 
his father making homophobic comments 
about books and movies featuring queer 
characters. Like, “Of course, he’s gay. 
Everybody is gay these days.” Yet another 
person calling him a trend. Something that 
will pass. 

For years, he tried to convince himself 
that’s all it was; he was climbing toward 
maturity, which required moments of identity 
crisis. I don’t actually like guys, he would tell 
himself. I love girls too much to like guys, too. 


That was an obstacle he returned to time and time again. 

It wasn’t until his mid-twenties that he really explored his 
sexuality. He dated several men. He enjoyed queer pornography. It 
was thanks to the internet he realized he felt various forms of 
attraction to people regardless of their sex or gender identification. 
So, what if he favored women? He had more experience with them. 
They were comfortable, familiar. 


He considered telling this to his father, in 
hopes it would soften the blow. “Dad, I’m 
pansexual. But, but I prefer women!” Would 
that work? He bet it would just give his father 


ammunition against him. 

“Youw’re not a queer! You like women and the gay media has 
you confused!” 

He could hear it now. 


Standing outside his parents’ front door, Steven swallowed hard. He 
was shaking from head to toe. He wondered if he’d actually go 
through with it this time. He’d considered bringing his girlfriend 
along for support but worried she might see something he didn’t 
want her to see or hear something he didn’t want her to hear. So, he 
asked her to stay back and wait for his call instead. 

Steven took out his key and unlocked the door. As he took off 
his shoes inside, his mother appeared from the kitchen and asked if 
he was feeling okay. He’d called earlier to say he was coming to 
talk to them but wouldn’t say why. She appeared worried. She 
asked if he’d been to the doctor and received some sort of bad 
news. 

He told her it was nothing like that. They went into the parlor 
where there was furniture, but no television. He sat down. She 
asked again what was going on. He responded by asking where his 
father was, that they needed to both be present. His mother yelled, 
“Alan! Come on down!” They waited awkwardly. Steven continued 
to shake and sweat. He probably looked sick. It was no wonder his 
mother asked if he’d been to the doctor. 


His father came down the stairs and 
entered the parlor. He appeared to be in a 
good mood, but was that a good thing? Maybe 
that meant his father had energy to spare, 
which could spell danger. 


“What’s the problem?” 
Steven took a deep breath and looked at them both. “There’s 


something I’ve kept to myself for a very long time,” he said. 

His mother crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay.” 

“T’m, uh...tired of hiding who I am when I’m around you guys. 
Nicole lets me be myself. My friends let me be myself, even the ones 
that don’t know. The point is, they don’t call me weird or make fun 
of me.” 

His father appeared to be moving his tongue over all his teeth 
as he listened. “Just what the hell are you trying to admit, boy?” 

Steven told himself to just spit it out. Don’t ramble. Just throw 
it out there and await the reaction. 

“I’m queer. Pansexual.” 

His mother looked confused. His father eyed him for a long 
minute in silence. Then he said, “Jess. Go out to the shed.” 

“The shed? What am I getting?” 

“Just wait there for me.” 

Steven’s mother stood slowly. She looked worried. The 
temperature in the room had dropped in a split second. As she 
began to exit the room, she looked over her shoulder and asked, 
“What is pansexual?” 

Alan growled at her to leave. 

Steven swallowed and licked his lips. Once the back door 
opened and shut, his father flew across the parlor at him. Alan 
grabbed Steven by the arms and lifted him off the couch and threw 
him to the floor. Steven felt his blood boil, but he was also shaking 
uncontrollably at this point. How could he fight back in that state? 
Not to mention his father had a good hundred pounds on him. 

“You little fucking bitch,” Alan said, every word sending spit 
through the air. “Why would you bring such nonsense into this 
house?” 

“T’m just telling you the truth.” 


“The truth? Fucking anything that moves 
just means you’re a horny man. Does that 
Nicole girl not get you off enough? Then find 
someone else! Don’t start telling people you’re 


a queer!” 

Steven stumbled over every word as he spoke. “Dad, it’s not 
about sex. It’s not like that.” 

Alan grabbed him by the scruff of the shirt and pulled him to 


his feet. Then he slammed his son against the parlor’s entryway and 
said, “Then explain it to me, boy.” 

“My attraction to someone isn’t based on their gender. I just...I 
love who I love. I’m attracted to...who I’m attracted to.” The words 
had become a mantra of his as of late, a defensive preparation 
against his father’s response. 

“So, you like boys and girls? A bisexual is just someone who 
likes sex so much that they will take any hole and fuck it.” 

Steven’s fists clenched. He’d heard his parents say this before. 
It enraged him. 

“T can like anyone. It doesn’t matter what they have under their 
clothes or what they are or used to be.” 

Steven’s father tossed him again, this time at the bottom steps 
of the stairs. “Who has fucked up your head?” his father roared. 

“You need to stop,” Steven cried. He wanted to fight back but 
didn’t trust himself to stop if he started. 

His father laughed and threw open the front door. “Get out of 
my house,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “You’re done 
here.” 

Steven picked himself up and slipped on his shoes. He could 
feel his father’s eyes on him, but he did his best not to look. As he 
stepped outside onto the front porch, his father told him to find 
God. Then he slammed the door shut. Steven heard the lock turn as 
he began toward the stairs. He wondered if his mother had really 
gone to the shed. He walked along the side of the house and peeked 
around the corner. In the backyard, he could see his mother sitting 
in the grass against the shed, head between her legs and her 
shoulders shuddering. 

Was she crying? 

Steven waited for his father. Surely, he was coming to get her. 

Several minutes passed. The scene didn’t change. Steven’s 
phone began to vibrate in his pocket. He took it out and saw that it 
was his father. Hesitantly, he answered the call. 

“Your car is still in the driveway. Get the fuck off my property, 
boy.” 

Steven ended the call without saying a word. He looked at this 
mother one last time and turned to leave. 


He went days without any contact from his parents. Nicole told him 


it was best to give them space to process things. Maybe they would 
educate themselves and apologize. Steven told her not to count on 
it. Even if his mother were to accept the news, he feared his father 
wouldn’t allow her to ever voice the support. They were probably 
gone from his life now. He told himself to embrace the change and 
move forward. Don’t let it haunt him. 

But it did. 


Nightmares began. Though he’d had a few as a child—dreams that 
would recur every few months—they had been largely absent since 
his teens. This development took him by surprise. He started 
missing work due to his lack of sleep. He began to fear closing his 
eyes. He began to shut himself inside and away from the world. 

Nicole finally stopped by unannounced one day because Steven 
wasn’t answering his phone. She banged on his apartment door 
until he finally let her inside. She took one look at him and stifled a 
cry. “You look horrible! What has been going on? Why haven’t you 
been talking to me?” She threw her arms around him and squeezed 
his body against her own. 

Steven pulled himself away and dropped onto the couch. “I 
haven’t been sleeping. Not since I saw my parents.” 

Nicole took a seat beside him and propped her legs underneath 
her bottom as she turned to face him. “Insomnia?” 

“T’ve had that before, but this isn’t that. I can sleep—I just don’t 
want to.” 

“How come?” 

“T’ve been having really vivid nightmares. They seem so 
goddamn real that I wake up crying and clawing at myself.” He 
scrunched up his sleeves to show her the red marks scattered up 
and down his arms. 

“Oh, shit!” 

“Yeah.” 

“Are the nightmares always the same?” 

“More or less.” 

“How so?” 

“T’m in the closet, trapped. I try to get out at first, but the door 
won’t budge. On the other side, I start hearing a monster breathing 
heavily nearby and stomping around, as if it’s just waiting for me to 
pop my head out for a look. So, even though I want to get out of the 


closet, I decide to stay inside. For safety. Eventually, I lose my mind 
and start screaming. That’s when I wake up.” 

“Jesus. No wonder you don’t want to sleep. It happens every 
time?” 

“It has for several days, yes. It happens whenever I try to close 
my eyes. I thought maybe my anxiety was keeping the nightmare 
alive, that I was only repeating the dream because I was obsessing 
over it, so I’ve started taking medicine to calm down. But the pills 
don’t help me at all. If anything, they just make me fuzzier around 
the edges. The nightmares still come.” 

Nicole placed a hand on his thigh. “Have you tried sleeping 
pills?” 

He nodded. “I threw them up.” 

“Why?” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought maybe it was 
psychological.” 

“What do you mean?” 


“Something in my head wants me to face 


these nightmares.” 

Nicole considered it and said, “Do you think your brain wants 
you to try something else in the dream? Like, poke your head out 
and face the monster?” 

“I can’t. Remember? The door is blocked.” 

“IT know you’ve told me before that you’re...ugh, what do you 
call it when you’re aware of being asleep and can make decisions 
for yourself?” 

“Lucid dreaming.” 

“Yeah, that. Well, just how much control do you have?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe seventy-five percent? I’ll be aware of 
things and change things, but sometimes the dreams seem to circle 
back to the same thing no matter what I do.” 

Nicole nodded to herself and stood from the couch. She began 
pacing around the living room. Steven watched her and fought the 
drooping of his eyelids. It wasn’t easy staying awake for days on 
end. He’d started hallucinating because of it. Part of him wondered 
if Nicole was even there at all. Maybe he was just sitting on the 
couch talking to himself. 

“How well can you manipulate your surroundings in a dream?” 
she finally asked him. 


“Um...I don’t know. I guess it varies.” 

“Can you just imagine yourself outside of the closet and it will 
happen?” 

“T haven’t tried.” 

Nicole placed a hand against his cheek and leaned in close to 
him. “Try it.” Then she kissed him. His lips were dry, and his breath 
was bad. He couldn’t imagine she enjoyed that, but her lips were 
warm and comforting, nevertheless. He closed his eyes during the 
kiss and savored it. When she pulled away a moment later, he 
blinked and found the room dark. He was still on the couch but laid 
out across it. The lights were off, and it was now nighttime. Where 
had Nicole gone? 


She was never here, dummy, he told 
himself. But wait...was I sleeping this whole 


time? Did I dream that or imagine it? 

In his exhausted state, Steven began to cry. He was 
overwhelmed with emotion. He realized then just how bad things 
were getting; he could no longer tell what was real. His body was 
no longer under his control. He was crying without warning. Next, 
he was laughing. Christ, what a mess. He needed sleep. He needed a 
solution. 

“Just try it,” he said aloud. “Do what Nicole said.” 

Or what you imagined she said. 

He took a deep breath and counted backwards from ten with 
his eyes closed. 


When he reached one, he opened his eyes and observed the 
surrounding darkness. It had changed. This wasn’t the darkness of 
his unlit living room anymore. He was back in the closet. 


Where I belong, he thought unhappily. 

He tried the door. Of course, it was locked. He pressed an ear 
against the wood and heard the heavy footsteps of the monster that 
awaited him on the other side. Steven sighed and rested his back 
against the boxes lining the closet’s perimeter. What was it Nicole 
said to him? Imagine himself elsewhere? 

The thought seemed to spark anger in the beast. It paced 
outside the door louder now, snorting and huffing. What sounded 


like a heavy paw scratched the bottom of the door. Then there was 
a voice, deep and terrifying: “Come out here, boy. There’s no 
escaping this.” 

Steven shuddered at the voice. It was familiar, yet animalistic. 
It was what he imagined a lion would sound like if it could talk. 


Just...shut your eyes. Imagine yourself on the 
other side of the door, he told himself. Let’s just 
see what happens. 


When he opened his eyes again, he was still in the closet. 
However, there was a glow coming from behind him. He turned and 
pushed aside the coats and shirts in his way. Behind them, the wall 
had been replaced by a bright square of light, roughly his size. He 
climbed through it, unable to see where it would take him. When 
the light faded, he found himself in the foyer of his parents’ house. 
The front door was wide open behind him. Before he could think 
anything of it, a thunderous sound echoed down the stairs. 

The beast was coming. 

Steven ran for the kitchen and grabbed a knife from the block. 
The beast crashed down the stairs and turned the corner. It was a 
large mass of red, a shape that could not be defined. Wisps of 
flames seemed to stretch out from it in all directions, licking the air. 
It paused outside the kitchen to square up with Steven in challenge 
of his blade. Somewhere, the beast must have had a mouth, because 
its deep voice returned: “What are you doing here, boy?” 

Recognition punched Steven in the gut, but he couldn’t explain 
why. It was as if his brain was a fog. 


Goddamn dreams. 

The mass charged. Steven swung the knife he’d taken from the 
block. The monster dodged his weak attack and smacked him to the 
floor with a large, red paw. Steven curled into a ball and tried to 
imagine himself elsewhere. This time, nothing happened. The mass 
spoke to him once more: “You better get out of here before I finish 
the job you foolishly thought you could handle.” 

Steven uncurled and slashed the mass across its lower tendrils 
of flame. The beast stumbled backwards and howled in pain. Steven 
took this opportunity to jump onto the shape and drive his knife 
into its presumed center. Somewhere nearby, a high-pitched scream 
erupted. He paused and looked around. On the other side of the 


kitchen island was a thin, yellow form. It was in distress. 

The red form beneath him was fading to gray. Steven stood 
himself up from the beast and observed the knife in his hand. It was 
dripping blood. He tossed it aside and looked toward the yellow 
form once more. It responded by moving away from him, 
frightened. Something was wrong. Just what the hell was this 
nightmare? Had he defeated it? Would it finally leave him alone? 

Steven turned from the kitchen, moved into the foyer, and 
exited via the front door. Outside the house, his dream was 
unprepared. There was nothing there, just shades of white and 
black. After several steps, the house vanished behind him. He 
appeared to be stuck in some sort of ill-formed space. He tried to 
wake up—usually he could whenever he dreamed lucidly—but 
nothing happened. He opened and shut his eyes several times to no 
avail. He was still walking across a surface that resembled the 
cloudy sky. 

Time seemed to stretch on. Steven grew tired and scared. Was 
he trapped in this nightmare now? He’d gone from a closet to a 
purgatory. It didn’t seem right. He’d defeated the monster, after all. 
He should have been freed. 

But what was that yellow form in the kitchen? He hadn’t seen 
it before in his dreams. 

Suddenly, lights of blue and red flashed around him. He froze 
and waited. 

Then he felt invisible hands across his body, pulling him in 
every direction. 


Steven woke. He was in an uncomfortable bed, raised high off the 
floor. His wrists were handcuffed to a railing that stood on each 
side of the mattress. He was wearing a gown and nothing 
underneath. He was freezing. A uniformed officer stood by the door 
across from him. Were they in a private hospital room? 

“What the hell is going on?” he asked. 

The officer just shook his head sadly. 

“Am I under arrest?” 

Nothing. 

Steven looked away from the man and out the window. They 
were on the first floor, because he could see the parking lot. Were 
they nearing the entrance? Somewhere down the hall, a man was 


screaming and cursing. He sounded drunk or insane. 

“Where are we?” 

“The hospital.” 

Finally, some sort of response. 

“Why? Did I get injured?” 

The officer sighed and kept his mouth shut. 

Fear gripped Steven. Clearly, something bad had happened. 
Seeing as he was guarded and handcuffed, he must have done 
something bad. Was this still part of the nightmare? It felt real. 
Then again, most of his nightmares felt real. 

Steven’s anxiety quickly increased. He began to shake violently. 
His heart pounded in his chest and his head felt weighed down on 
each side. He flung his neck around as if it were a limp noodle. A 
machine responded behind him by beeping loudly. Tears filled his 
eyes. He tried pulling his hands away from the railing, but he was 
connected to it. The officer took several steps forward and held out 
a hand in warning. 

“Sir, you need to calm down.” 

“Why the fuck should I do that?” Steven screamed. His nerves 
had gotten the best of him. He was now panicking. 

The officer went to the door, opened it, and called for a nurse. 
Steven rattled his handcuffs once more. “Somebody tell me what is 
going on! Let me go! Let me go!” 

A nurse appeared with a syringe and stuck him in the arm. 


This time when he opened his eyes, he found himself back inside 
his apartment, stretched out across the couch. He sat up, looked 
around, spotted the rising sun outside his window, and laughed in 
relief. It had all been a dream, after all. 

“Thank God.” 

He threw his legs over the side of the couch and stood. He went 
into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and located a beer. His 
nerves were off-kilter still. He didn’t care that it was too early for a 
drink. He needed it. 

“So, how did it go?” 

Steven spun in place to see Nicole emerging from the hallway. 
“Jesus, Nic. You scared the shit out of me. I almost dropped this,” 
he said, raising his beer so that she could see it from her side of the 
kitchen island. 


Nicole took a seat across from him and said, “I’m sorry. Do you 
not remember me spending the night?” 

He laughed and popped the top off his drink. “The last thing I 
remember...what I think was reality, mind you...was us talking out 
here about my lucid dreaming.” 

“Right. I told you to imagine yourself outside of the closet.” 

He nodded. “Yes. I remember that.” 

“Did you do it?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And?” 

“Honestly? I think it made things worse.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

He stepped around the island and moved toward the small, 
round table against the wall near the patio door. “The nightmare 
went on forever this time. I escaped the closet, sure, but then I had 
to fight the beast and—” 

“Sorry, babe, but what is that?” Nicole was turned in her chair 
and pointing to his midsection. She grew pale. “Are you hurt? Do 
you sleepwalk or something?” 

Steven paused by the table to relinquish his beer and pull out 
the bottom of his shirt. The garment was stained with blood around 
the stretch of his waist and stomach. The ends of his long sleeves 
were the same. Steven hesitated before running his fingers over the 
dark red spots. They were crusty and flaking under his touch. 


“Baby...is that your blood?” 

He looked at Nicole. She looked right back at him with 
widening eyes and parted lips. Steven’s chest was rising and falling 
quickly now. He couldn’t catch his breath. His hands were 
trembling. He suddenly felt too lightheaded to stand. He reached 
out for the chair behind him and missed. His hand went through the 
air. He lost his balance and fell to the floor, smacking his head 
against the wall on his way down. Nicole rushed to his side, finally 
snapping out of her daze. 

“What do I do? What should I do?” she asked breathlessly. 
“Should I call an ambulance?” 

“No,” he said, feeling sick to his stomach. A moment later, he 
vomited onto the carpet. 

Nicole was shaking his shoulder. “Baby? Baby! What should I 
do?” 


As Steven’s vision blurred and vanished to black, he tried to tell 
her: 
“Call...my parents. I think there’s been an accident.” 


AN: There were several queer anthology calls the year I wrote this story. 
I think it was submitted to at least two different publishers, both of 
whom rejected it. “Identity” is about coming out of the closet to parents 
that think queerness is a sin, something I’m familiar with, unfortunately. 
Things said in this story were taken from my own experience, but I do 
NOT have a father that physically abused me. Don’t mistake the parents 
in this story as my own. 


NIGHTMARE 


The twisted sheets. The clothes drenched in sweat. The open 
window and the lights on. 

The aftermath of a night of screaming. 

Mostly dead to the world, I stumble into the bathroom for a 
shower. I stink. I feel dirty from the sweat. I need something to 
wake me up because work is around the corner. I no longer have 
the time to get a normal period of rest. That dream has come and 
gone. 

As the shower starts up loudly, spitting at first, I return to the 
sink and grip its corners as I hang my head over, eyes squeezed 
shut. Then slowly I look into the mirror with my reflection. The 
eyes I see are bloodshot and heavy. 

They’re also someone else’s. 

The moment I realize this change, I straighten and let go of the 
sink. I take a step back, confused. 

Everything about me is wrong. My eyes, my hair, my body. The 
changes I spent years making have been erased. I look like Emily 
again. But I’m not Emily anymore. No, I fixed that. I’m Eric. Eric, 
damn it. Why the fuck do I see Emily in the mirror? Why the fuck 
don’t I see myself?! 

The nightmare never ended. It’s just taken a new face. 


IMPOSTERS 


The fingers were a bit alarming, and 
understandably so. One day, Grant woke up 
with them protruding from his belly without 
warning. In size, they were relative to the 
fingers of his own hands, and their joints were 
just as twisted. They moved, but not at his 
command. He wasn’t sure what controlled 
them, if anything. Maybe there was blood 
circulating through them, much like his penis 
hardening at random throughout the day. 
Nobody knew of Grant's extra appendages 
yet. How could he explain them? He 
considered going to the doctor at first, but 
then worried a government van might pick 
him up from the parking lot before he could 
return home. They’d do experiments on him, 
wouldn’t they? He had to be smart about this. 
A week passed without change. Grant 


wore baggy shirts and coats to hide the 
twitching mass in the center of his belly. There 
was no sex had. No public swimming or 
tanning. He even avoided working in the yard 
because wearing a coat under the summer sun 
while active would likely overheat him to the 
point of passing out. Anything that needed to 
be done, such as the mowing of the lawn, was 
handled around 8am before the temperature 
rose. 

It was a day after the July 4th fireworks 
when the rest of the hand appeared. Though 
he was asleep for it once again, he did dream 
of intense pressure in his abdomen. When he 
saw a hand up to the wrist was now hanging 
out of his stomach, he really began to panic. 
Not only was this harder for him to hide, but 
surely it suggested a person was somehow 
pushing through his body from an access point 
elsewhere. 

The hand could move and flex its fingers. 
It sure as hell seemed alive. Would the arm 
follow? Grant wondered if he'd become a 
dimensional gateway of some sort. 

These thoughts terrified him. He stopped 
leaving the house and began ordering his 
groceries to the door instead. For work, he 


requested a remote position and was denied. 
So, he quit and found remote work online 
instead. It paid far less but it kept him out of 
sight. He opened a YouTube channel to post 
product demonstrations and reviews, none of 
which showed more than his hands, forearms, 
and legs. A companion podcast followed for 
things like movies, books, and games. He 
found other ways to earn money via affiliate 
programs, as well. Within a week, he was 
working multiple gigs from the comfort of his 
home to make up for the income he'd lost 
quitting his "regular" day job. Though busy 
and disorganized, he found that he was 
happier now. 

Other than the arm growing out of him. It 
was now visible to the elbow and moving 
freely. The weight of it was tilting him 
forward awkwardly. 

How long was it going to take for him to 
pass this thing (person?)? Hiding in the house 
was difficult to get used to, seeing as he'd 
previously been pretty active with people 
before. Some were asking why he hadn't been 
around in weeks. He lied and said he was in 
Maryland taking care of his dying mother. So 
far, nobody had stopped by his house to see if 


it was true. And, to his knowledge, none of his 
friends were yet aware of his new remote gigs 
publishing videos or the podcast. But he wasn't 
too worried about that; if anyone found them, 
he could say he was recording everything from 
his mom's place. 


August arrived in a flash. Not only was the 
entire arm now free of his midsection, but he 
could see the bare scalp of a head starting to 
push through from around his side. Grant 
wondered how much longer he'd be able to 
move about his house. It was already getting 
awkward. And on a daily basis now, his back 
ached so badly that he frequently laid around 
on his free side without the head pushing 
out. 

He began purchasing painkillers and 
muscle relaxers from dealers in his area he 
found on social media. This meant they knew 
where he lived, unfortunately, but he saw no 
way around them coming to the house for the 
drop off. How could he hide an entire arm and 
the top of a head? He'd look like he was 
snuggling an arsenal under his trench coat. 

When it seemed likely to Grant he could 
die from this, he looked online for ways to 


digitally prepare a Last Will and Testament. 
He also recorded his wishes as a_ video 
(featuring just his face) that he burned onto a 
DVD and left in a case on the kitchen counter 
with a sign reading IF I'VE DIED, PLAY THIS! 

He didn't have anyone but his mother to 
leave his things to, and they weren't on talking 
terms anymore (not that his friends were 
aware of this). His last partner had been close 
with him for some time, but the breakup was 
rough on them both. In the end, he decided to 
leave everything to them with a letter saying 
to do with it all as they pleased because he'd 
be too dead to care. (P.S. I missed you until the 
end) 

For a while, he debated on whether or not 
to include an _ "explanation" with his 
recordings. He was sure the government 
would cover it up the moment they got wind, 
but someone might have seen the videos first. 
He decided that dissection hardly mattered 
after his death, so why not? What he thought 
would take only a minute or two to explain— 
seeing as he had very little information on the 
matter—turned into an hour-long recording in 
which he detailed his experiences since June, 
when it all began. When he was finished, he 


felt somehow giddy having "exposed" his final, 
strange days on earth. He wished he could see 
the reaction it would eventually receive. 

This video was placed on his nightstand 
with a note attached to it. He figured he 
would soon be bedridden and found dead 
there in the end. He thought it was better for 
the DVD to be close to his corpse. 


Things developed rapidly through August. As 
September loomed and the _ temperature 
gradually began to decrease for autumn, Grant 
was able to witness the "reaching out" of his 
bodily friend. It was no longer taking weeks 
for an inch to reveal itself; the process was 
accelerating. The head was sticking out of 
Grant's side down to the eyebrows now, and 
another hand and forearm was pushing out of 
his lower back. Obviously, he could no longer 
move or rest comfortably. He now looked like 
the creature from The Thing, spider-like and 
contorted with limbs. 

Using the bathroom was much harder 
now that he had the second arm coming in 
behind him. Sometimes, the gateway-person 
would shove against the backside of the toilet 
while he was shitting and force him to fall 


forward on the other arm. The bathroom 
became increasingly dirty because of such 
accidents and Grant's inability to properly 
clean the messes. 

Getting his groceries from the door was 
also tricky. He had neighbors, after all, and 
cars that drove past his house. Opening the 
door and revealing his monstrous self was 
dangerous. He began wearing a comforter over 
his body and opening the door just enough for 
him to reach out and grab his bags. When his 
driver (a repeat delivery boy, as it turned out) 
decided to increase the distance he left the 
bags from the door, Grant left him poor 
reviews and angry messages saying he was a 
disabled person who couldn't go outside to 
search for their order. The boy was either fired 
or straightened up, because the bags returned 
to the front door, up against it. 

But still, it had happened once—someone 
had tested him. Someone had become curious. 
Was he being watched now? He couldn't help 
but wonder. What was that movie with the 
teenager spying across the street? Thinking 
they saw their neighbor kill someone? It had 
that annoying kid from Transformers in it. Or 
maybe that was a remake. It hardly mattered, 


he decided. He already had all the windows 
curtained. The inside of his house wasn't 
visible until he opened the door under his 
comforter. And even then, he was the only 
thing of interest to be seen. 

His hunger increased rapidly as the 
gateway-person reached further outside of 
him. Whatever was happening to Grant was 
draining him. He was always tired, weak, and 
lightheaded. He began having trouble 
breathing. His body hurt all over to the point 
he could hardly move without crying. And his 
life had become so difficult and uncomfortable 
that he began to consider suicide. 

Then the gateway-person's face was 
revealed. 


"You're...me?" 

Grant stood in front of his bathroom 
mirror as best he could, unbalanced and ready 
to collapse. The head nearly freed of his side 
was identical to his own, with the exception of 
a scar missing from the corner of its forehead 
that Grant acquired as a kid. 

"How is this...what are you..." 

The face met his gaze in the mirror's 
reflection and twisted into a mass of unrelated 


expressions. Anger, amusement, confusion, 
sadness. It was like the face was trying them 
out for the first time, unsure of which to 
choose. Finally, its mouth opened, and it 
spoke in a gravelly voice that didn't sound as 
if it had been used in some time: 

"When I was nine, I took Beth into the 
woods behind my house and built a fort out of 
sticks. When I tried climbing on the roof to 
patch a hole, I fell and broke my arm. Beth 
never wanted to talk to me after that because 
she saw me cry." 

Grant shook his head at the reflection. 
"No, that happened to me. That's my memory, 
not yours." 

"When I was fifteen, I was riding bikes 
late at night with Sam. I chose to act 
impulsively and kissed him. He beat the shit 
out of me and left me in the middle of the 
road." 

Grant gripped the edges of the sink 
tighter. "Stop it!" 

The gateway-person continued unabated. 
"When I was twenty-two, I came out to my 
parents. My father got drunk that night and 
died in a car accident. My mother blamed me 
for his death, and she cut me out of her life." 


"STOP IT! YOU'RE NOT ME!" 

"Last month, I stood on the bridge and 
wanted to jump but I was too chicken shit to 
do so.” 

Grant screamed and smashed the mirror 
with his fist. As shards continued to fall from 
the frame and into the sink, he stumbled out 
of the bathroom and fell against the hallway 
walls on his way into the kitchen. There, he 
searched his junk drawers for packing tape to 
put over the gateway-person's mouth. Though 
Grant was doing his best to ignore the 
imposter, they continued to recall Grant’s 
memories. 

When it seemed evident that he was out 
of tape, he quickly pulled up his shopping app 
and ordered a roll, along with several small 
lengths of rope to be dropped off at his 
doorstep. He made sure to tip well and include 
the message DISABLED - LEAVE AGAINST 
DOOR. ADDITIONAL TIP IF YOU GET HERE 
FASTER. IT WILL ALREADY BE OUTSIDE IF 
YOU DO. 

He then found a $5 bill in his bedroom 
and stuck it to the outside of his door with a 
piece of sticky tack from the junk drawer. He 
checked the time to decide when to remove it 


—too slow, no go—but decided it hardly 
mattered. What did he need the $5 bill for? He 
did everything through apps now and, really, 
how much time did he have left to live? 

The imposter had silenced at some point 
during all this, but Grant didn't trust him not 
to pick back up later. He waited awkwardly 
from the couch until he heard someone 
outside his door leaving his order. A beat after 
that, he threw a blanket over his form and 
opened the door to retrieve his bag. He looked 
at the small lengths of rope and wondered if 
he'd be able to tie up the imposter's hands 
with it. He certainly wanted the option 
available to him. He then took out the 
masking tape and wrapped it around the 
imposter's mouth as they unsuccessfully tried 
jerking their head away. 

"This is what you get," Grant said, 
breathing heavily as he secured the tape. "And 
I can make it worse if you try anything else on 
me." 

He wondered if he could kill the gateway- 
person. Or maybe could wasn't the word; 
should, more like. If he did, what would 
happen to him? Would he also die? Or would 
he be stuck with a corpse hanging part of the 


way out of him? Could the police try him for 
murder if they found out? He could try cutting 
the body off of him and bury it, he supposed. 
But if someone saw him, his life would be 
over. 

Isn't it already over? he asked himself. 
Maybe the risk is worth it. 

He hobbled and dragged himself into bed 
and did his best to sleep on it. 


Grant’s lack of sleep was causing him to 
hallucinate and forget things. He couldn’t keep 
track of the day, what he was doing, if he’d 
eaten. He was soon unable to walk without the 
cooperation of the gateway-person. The day 
after a barrage of memories were thrown in 
his face, he decided to question the imposter. 
When he removed their tape and asked where 
they were from, the person said, “From you.” 
When asked why they were there, coming out 
of Grant, the person said, “To be you.” 

Grant screamed in frustration for several 
minutes before tiring himself out and asking, 
“What can I do to make this end?” 

The imposter looked up at him and 
smiled. “It will all be over soon.” 

Since this conversation, Grant has refused 


to remove the tape from the gateway-person’s 
mouth. He also restrained their limbs with 
rope as best he could, though it hasn’t stopped 
the imposter from frequently twisting and 
pulling. And without their limbs free, Grant 
was even more immobile. 

Several days later, he made his decision to 
kill the imposter. This was no life to be living. 
Damn the consequences. 

He found it unnerving that he never once 
saw his clone (if that’s what it was) sleep; he 
would have waited for such a time to make his 
move, otherwise. But it never came, and Grant 
grew tired of waiting. It took them an hour to 
get there, but eventually Grant managed to 
slide them into the kitchen from the bedroom. 
There were knives on the counter beside the 
stovetop. With the clone’s hands tied, Grant 
lifted himself up against the counter as best he 
could to knock the block down onto the floor. 
Then he allowed himself to drop as well, 
purposefully crushing the clone’s face in the 
process. Since their mouth was taped, they 
could only offer an annoyed grunt of pain, 
which made Grant smile. 

He’d just stretched awkwardly to collect a 
knife when he realized the clone already had 


one of its own. Though its wrists were still 
bound, its hands could grasp things just fine, 
and even thrust them outward. Grant 
screamed, “NO!” but the clone knew what he 
was up to and fought back. It threw its bound 
wrists over its head, sending the tip of the 
knife into Grant’s clavicle just as Grant tried 
pushing down on the clone’s arms. He howled 
in pain when the blade pierced him, and 
wildly began swiping his own knife through 
the air. But the mess of limbs made it difficult 
—most of the imposter was hanging out of his 
midsection and able to bat him away as it 
twisted its torso to face him. 

A blade came down again, and still it was 
the knife wielded by the imposter. Grant 
looked down in horror to see the blade 
planted several inches deep into his chest. This 
time, he managed to cut the clone in 
retaliation, but it was just the man’s arm. 
Weakened and bleeding, Grant fought to stab 
his own knife into this person pulling out of 
his guts, but he was simply too slow. The 
clone continued to bat him away with ease. 
Finally, Grant’s face had drained of color, and 
he collapsed sideways in a pooling puddle of 
blood. 


“T think there’s been a change. Something big. 
I can’t keep watching from a distance I’ve 
decided. What if this guy is a mass murderer 
or something? What if I find something alien 
inside his house? He’s obviously hiding 
something. I could get famous because of him. 
TikTok and YouTube will be fighting over me 
before the end of the week. Bet.” 

Tag ended his recording, added captions 
and hashtags, and posted the video to all of 
his social profiles. When he finished, he 
looked out his car window once more. Down 
the street was the house with the strange man 
always ordering takeout and grocery orders. 
Tag ran accounts for Instacart, Grubhub, 
Amazon Flex, DoorDash, and more; he made it 
a point to accept requests from this address as 
often as possible. Early on in the summer, he’d 
realized something fishy was going on, and 
things had only gotten stranger as the weeks 
went by. Just a few days ago, the guy had 
ordered tape and rope. 

Tag opened and closed her car door three 
times before finally getting the nerve to 
actually leave his vehicle. As casually as he 
could, he walked down the street, away from 


the corner curb where he’d parked. It was 
mid-morning on a Wednesday, so few people 
were home in the neighborhood. He didn’t 
think anyone would be watching him, but he 
also hoped there was at least one old, nosy 
fucker with a telescope in case anything did go 
wrong. 

He reached the strange man’s house a 
minute later but did not stop. Instead, he 
continued walking past it, all the while trying 
to look through the windows without making 
it obvious that was what he was doing. 

All the curtains were pulled shut. There 
was no sunlight being let inside the house, no 
open windows for breezes. How was Tag going 
to get inside? 

“Just knock,” he told himself, turning 
around at the next stop sign. “See if he 
answers.” 

As he came back around for a second 
pass, he took several deep breaths and 
approached the front door. His hands were 
shaking when he knocked. As he lowered his 
arm, he pressed an ear to the door and 
listened closely. He couldn’t hear anything. If 
he didn’t know any better, he’d say the house 
was empty. But he had never seen the man 


leave since the weeks he’d been watching him, 
and there was a car still in the driveway (the 
only one ever there). 

Tag knocked again, this time louder and 
more urgently. 

Still, he heard nothing. 

“Maybe he’s dead,” he thought aloud, 
turning to leave. 

An idea occurred to him. He could justify 
breaking in if he thought the man was in 
danger. 

I was just helping out a neighbor in need, he 
could say. I was just driving by and saw— 

What? What could he have seen to make 
him investigate the man’s house without it 
making him look suspicious himself? 

He needed an excuse for having knocked 
on the man’s door in the first place. Then he 
could lie about hearing the man scream for 
help or something. 

Tag cursed himself for not having thought 
any of this through, and quickly returned to 
his car before anyone reported him for milling 
around a neighborhood where he didn’t live. 


“Alright, I’ve got it, you guys. The dude hasn’t 
placed an order in a couple days now, which is 


weird. That makes me a concerned citizen, 
right? Here I am, delivering to a guy who 
leaves notes about being disabled, doing this 
for more than a month now, easy, and 
suddenly he vanishes. Nobody would blink an 
eye at me for checking in on him, right?” 

Tag stopped recording but did not post his 
video. He watched it several times, thinking 
he might have said too much online for his 
own good. As it was, he’d fucked up with his 
last video he’d done in his car within eyesight 
of the man’s house. People had watched it, of 
course—thousands of people—and so _ his 
followers knew he was spying on someone. 
And that hadn’t been his only video on the 
matter. All summer long, he’d posted videos 
about the weird house and the weird guy 
always placing delivery orders. It would take 
the police only minutes on his social media to 
determine Tag had been breaching this guy’s 
privacy for some time. Breaking in was 
obviously premeditated or whatever. Was that 
a thing? He knew premeditated murder was, 
but did they use that term for other crimes as 
well? 

Because that’s what this was: a crime. If 
Tag broke into that guy’s house without a 


good excuse, he’d be committing a crime, no 
matter how well he spun it. Because his dumb 
ass had been posting videos for too long about 
the guy. He couldn’t go back and unfuck 
himself in that regard. 

Tag was angry. He was going crazy about 
this house. He wanted it more than he wanted 
anything now. He knew something was inside, 
just knew it. Maybe getting arrested for B&E 
would be worth the fame he secured after 
revealing all he found. Yes, that was the way 
to look at it all. Despite his videos, he could 
double down on the concerned citizen 
approach and pray that his discoveries went 
viral enough to make the criminal charges 
more than worth it. 

After hesitating for several more minutes, 
Tag posted his video with the caption, ’[M 
GOING TO SAVE THIS DUDE’S LIFE! 


Considering his public declaration to check on 
this guy’s safety, Tag didn’t bother parking 
down the street from the house. Instead, he 
pulled right up into the driveway. Though he 
considered live streaming his discovery of 
whatever awaited him inside, he determined it 
wouldn’t be in his best interest if there ended 


up being nothing to see but a scared and 
disabled man thinking Tag is robbing him. 
However, he did set up his phone in his breast 
pocket to record everything without it being 
broadcasted live, that way he could go back 
and edit his footage at a later point for hopeful 
use. 

At the front door, Tag nervously knocked. 
Within a second, he had his ear pressed to the 
door to listen carefully. There was nothing. 
His heart began to skip a beat. He looked 
toward the mailbox and read the name NEIL. 

“Mr. Neil?” he called through the door, 
knocking loudly again. “I’m worried you’re 
hurt. If you don’t answer the door or say 
something, ’m going to force my way inside, 
okay?” 

There was still nothing to be heard. 

One last time, he pounded on the door for 
good measure and repeated himself. Finally, 
he spoke into his phone as it continued to 
record him: “Alright, guys. This is it. I think 
Mr. Neil is definitely hurt, maybe even dead. 
Let’s hope not.” 

Using his shoulder, he banged into the 
door several times, expecting it to burst open 
like in the movies. When he found that it 


wasn’t so easy, he returned to his car and 
popped open the trunk. After shifting things 
around a bit, he located his crowbar and used 
it to break the lock jams. With the front door 
pried open a moment later, he tossed his 
crowbar aside (going on without it couldn’t 
possibly look good on his part), and shakily 
stepped into the dark house. 

“H-hello? Mr. Neil?” 

Somewhere ahead, he heard a quiet grunt 
of exertion. 

This is it, Tag told himself. Let’s get 
famous. 

He crossed the living room and turned 
into the kitchen slowly, practically holding his 
breath. “Mr. Neil, are you in here?” 

From around the island countertop, he 
saw moving shadows and a drying pool of 
blood reaching out across the kitchen floor. 

Tag cursed and quickly rounded the 
island to see what had happened. 

It took him several moments to process 
what he found on the other side. 

There was a shirtless dead man with a 
knife stuck in his chest and another wound 
around his collar bone. Beside him was a 
naked man trying to pull his leg away from 


the corpse’s midsection. When the guy looked 
up at Tag, he saw that both men were 
identical. Tag looked from the man’s stony 
gaze to the heel of his foot, which seemed to 
be attached to the dead twin. There was a slab 
of tape between them, as well as shredded 
lengths of rope. 

“What in the fuck?” Tag said, stepping 
backward in horror. 

The living man snatched a knife from the 
tacky blood on the floor and quickly sliced the 
thread of skin attaching his heel to the 
corpse. 

Tag immediately bent over and vomited. 
When he looked up from his mess a second 
later, he saw that the man was climbing to his 
feet with the knife still in hand. 

“No,” he said, blindly backing away from 
the bloody scene. “Please. Leave me alone.” 

The twin cracked his neck to the side and 
arched his back in a stretch. 

“J-I just wanted to help you,” Tag 
stuttered as his back made contact with the 
wall beside the kitchen entrance. As soon as 
he felt it behind him, he quickly turned to run. 
The man launched after him and struck Tag in 
the back of his shoulder blades. Tag slammed 


hard into the ground, his face bouncing off the 
wooden floor and breaking his nose. Blood 
spurted out, but he hardly noticed. When he 
tried turning over, somewhat dazed from the 
blow to his head, he realized there was a knife 
sticking out of him. He began to scream for 
help. The naked man climbed onto Tag and 
secured his large hands around the boy’s neck. 
Tag choked for air as his windpipe was 
crushed with surprising ease. 


Grant—the new Grant—took a shower, put on 
clean clothes, and packed a bag. He made sure 
to collect his surrogate’s wallet, ID, and keys 
on his way out the front door. He left the boy 
inside, dead on the living room floor, soaked 
in gasoline. Before leaving the house behind, 
Grant lit a match, flicked it inside at the 
corpse ten feet away, and then shut the door. 
Within minutes of taking his car (because it 
was his and nobody’s else’s) and leaving the 


neighborhood, the house was up in flames. 

Long before anyone could identify the charred corpses inside, 
Grant would be gone from the country and making contact with his 
administrators. He was the first of his kind, but far from the last. 


AN: In some ways, this story is like a novel I wrote several different 
ways a decade ago and never published. I’ve played with the idea of 
replicates before and probably will again. 


NUMBER 
FOUR 


Curled tiles upon the roof 
Peeling paint from the shutters 
A door that no longer shuts 


Windows with cracks that fail to hide the dim glow 
Of orange inside, of flame and its keeper 
A Watcher in hiding 


Always at a distance, slipping like shadows 
From one corner to the next 
Their red eye visible, as piercing as the neglect 
That has fallen upon the house of number four, Makeshift Drive 


Damned and drowned, forever soaked 
The soil sinks and the house groans 
Surrounded by mud and breathing in the shit 
Gasping and gurgling and ever near death 


A death that will come as long as the Watcher remains 
Vigilant at his post of sorcery and spite 


BLEED FOR 
YOU 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


1991 


When Josiah’s daughter was a baby, he learned he could take 
injuries from a person and apply them to himself. While clipping 
Annabelle’s tiny fingernails, he accidentally slipped off a sliver of 
her skin. He realized it before she did, and immediately put her 
finger in his mouth. The blood came, then the tears. He apologized 
profusely to Annabelle and placed his forehead against hers as he 
kissed the cut. It broke his heart to know he’d caused her such pain. 
He shut his eyes and wished the injury away, wished so hard that 
he felt it in his core. 

Annabelle stopped crying almost instantly. Josiah opened his 
eyes when he felt a sudden and sharp stinging coming from his own 
finger. He lifted his hand and saw a clip was missing from the tip of 
his thumb. 

“How the—” 

He looked down at Annabelle and saw that her hand was no 
longer bloody. The cut was gone, like it never happened. Though 
tears remained on her face, they were not fresh; Annabelle was 
smiling and happy once more. 

Josiah put his cut thumb into his mouth and shook his head. 
Had he imagined it all? Had he simply clipped his own finger all 
along? 

His wife, Nicole, then entered the room to see if Annabelle was 
hungry. When she saw Josiah sucking his thumb, she asked, “What 


are you doing?” 
“T, uh, cut myself,” he told her, removing his thumb from his 
mouth and handing over Annabelle. “Let me get it cleaned up.” 
Josiah left the room, bewildered and trying to hide it. 


1995 


Chester was small for his age, despite his large head. He was an 
adorable toddler that loved to dance and laugh. Though not as 
clumsy as his sister, he still fell on a regular basis, generally over or 
onto his toys. One night, while he was overtired and whining, he 
tripped on the rug and face planted into a miniature figurine, 
busting open his lip with his bottom front teeth. Two deep cuts bled 
down his chin as Nicole rushed over to scoop him off the floor. 

“Oh, baby! Are you okay?” 

Josiah stood from the couch and crossed the living room. 

“He’s bleeding,” Nicole said. “He’s bleeding a lot.” 

Josiah reached them and held out his hands. His son hung 
away from Nicole to reach him. As Josiah took his son close, he 
asked, “Did he chip his tooth or cut his tongue?” 

“His bottom lip, I think.” 

Josiah tried his best to look but Chester continued to move his 
mouth away from closer inspection. 

“Chesta hurt,” Annabelle echoed from the couch. 

“T’ll clean him up,” Josiah said, turning out of the living room 
and heading for the bathroom. All the way, Chester howled and 
cried, gasping for air and coughing. 

In the last four years, Josiah had taken small injuries from his 
daughter, enough to know he had a gift he could control. He didn’t 
know to what degree, but he’d swapped cuts and bruises along the 
way. But something substantial, such as cancer or a gunshot 
wound? He had no idea, nor was he looking to announce his power 
by doing a miracle so big. Not unless it was to save his kids. 
Luckily, such damage had yet to present itself and hopefully never 
would. 

In the bathroom, without Nicole looking, Josiah placed his 
head against Chester’s and asked him to hold still. He’d learned 
that, too, with time—he needed an unbroken connection for the 
transfer of pain to work. Of course, it wasn’t always easy. Chester 
wouldn’t hold his head still as he cried. Finally, Josiah collected an 
ice cube from the kitchen to press between his son’s lips. That 


calmed him enough for Josiah to return out of view of the living 
room and press his forehead against Chester’s. A few seconds later, 
Josiah’s bottom lip was bleeding and his son’s had healed. 

The trouble was hiding such a phenomenon from his wife. In 
the past, he had always been able to help his daughter because 
Nicole wasn’t near for those particular injuries. But this time, she 
handled Chester first. She knew his lip had been busted open. 
Josiah cursed himself for not having thought ahead. Surely, there 
would be confusion, followed by questioning. 

He took several deep breaths and tried to prepare himself for 
the strange conversation to come. Then he returned to the living 
room and placed Chester on the ground with his toys. Before Nicole 
could see his lip, he left for the kitchen to get an ice cube. As he 
applied the cold to his lip, he heard Nicole talking with Chester in 
the other room as she checked on him. 

A moment later, she called to Josiah, “Where, uh...where are 
his cuts?” 

Chester giggled as he played with his toys. 

Josiah finished with his lip, tossed the ice cube into the sink, 
and returned to the living room to face his wife. “It’s, you know, 
gone.” 

“Yeah... how?” 

Before Josiah could reply, Nicole took a closer look at him. 
“And what happened to you?” 

Josiah tried to decide if he should tell her or try providing a 
lame explanation instead. He fumbled for the words as Nicole 
examined Chester’s mouth one more. 

“What the hell is going on?” she asked, standing from the 
couch. 

Josiah looked from the kids to her. “It’s...something that has to 
be kept between us.” 

“Huh?” 

He pulled down his bottom lip to show her his cuts. “I can 
transfer stuff like this, at least from the kids. I’ve never tried it with 
anyone else. I, uh...don’t need to get swept into a blackout van and 
disappear forever, you know?” 

Nicole laughed and shook her head. “You’re ridiculous.” 

She didn’t believe him. Who could blame her? Josiah wondered 
if he should try convincing her or let it go (assuming she would 
even do the same). 


Nicole got down on the floor with Chester and checked his 
mouth again. Then she looked up at her husband, clearly thinking. 
Finally, she shook her head, stood, and headed out of the room. 
“Tm...gonna take a shower.” 

Josiah watched her leave and then turned his attention to the 
kids. Chester was playing on the floor and Annabelle was brushing 
the hair of her doll from the opposite couch. She looked up at him 
and said, “Why is Mommy scared?” 

She had never questioned his healing before. Maybe she was 
young enough to not really remember it. Bruises were easy to forget 
and ignore. The cuts were a little more traumatic, though. However, 
Annabelle hadn’t had a cut in some time. It was possible she didn’t 
really remember the last time her father took one off her. Or if she 
did, she simply didn’t understand it wasn’t a normal thing parents 
could do. 

“Mommy is worried about Chester,” he said after a moment of 
consideration. 

His daughter looked down at the floor where her brother was 
playing and said, “Why?” 

“Because he fell a few minutes ago.” 

“Did you make him feel better?” 

Josiah wondered how she meant it, but nodded, nevertheless. 

Annabelle shrugged and returned to her doll. Down the hall, 
the shower screamed to life. 

Nicole didn’t mention Chester’s lip the rest of the night. 


1997 


Two years passed without Josiah feeling the need to use his power. 
Sure, his kids got hurt here and there—it’s to be expected—but after 
scaring his wife, Josiah felt it best to wait for something serious 
before trying his transfer again. 

Sometimes she’d watch him closely if one of the kids fell, 
waiting to see if he did anything. When he simply consoled them, 
she would make a face but say nothing. Bruises and small cuts were 
too risky, it seemed. Josiah prayed nothing more serious would 
come along, though he doubted they could all be so lucky. 

When Annabelle was six and playing outside on her bike, she 
broke her arm. It happened while Nicole was shopping and had 
Chester with her. Without concern for his own arm, Josiah did his 
best to calm down his daughter enough to press their heads 


together and make the necessary connection. Annabelle’s bone 
corrected itself and Josiah’s suddenly snapped. The pain was 
excruciating. 

While his daughter ran inside for a drink of juice, Josiah called 
Nicole and asked where she was; he would have to drop off 
Annabelle for her to watch so that he could visit the hospital. When 
Nicole asked what had happened to him, he lied and told her he’d 
fallen down the patio steps. At the time, it sounded like she 
believed him. But by the time he found her at the store, he could 
tell her thoughts had changed. She was eyeing him suspiciously and 
holding something back. 

“T’ll keep you updated,” he told her on his way back outside to 
the parking lot. Driving with one arm wasn’t the easiest but it was 
doable. And the hospital was only ten minutes away; the worst part 
would be the long wait for someone to fix him up in a cast. 

Hours later, he returned home after the kids were already 
sleeping. Nicole looked at his arm and stepped close to her husband 
to whisper. 

“Did you take that from Annabelle?” 

Josiah tried playing dumb. “The cast?” 

“The arm,” she hissed. 

Josiah sighed and led her to the couch. “She fell off her bike 
this afternoon.” 

Nicole stood before him with her arms crossed. “So...she broke 
her arm, and you mended it...right?” 

Josiah nodded, watching her. 


Nicole licked her lips, took a deep breath, 
and sighed. “I have yet to see this for myself, 
but I guess I believe it. I talked to Annabelle 
while you were gone, and she told me about 
her accident and Daddy making it better for her. 


Have you...always been able to do this?” 

“Not to my knowledge. The first time was with Annabelle as a 
baby.” 

“What happened to her?” 

“IT accidentally cut the tip of her finger off with the nail 
clippers.” 


“And nobody saw you?” 

“You were in the bedroom.” 

“No, I mean today. Outside with Annabelle. Nobody saw you?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. We were just outside the 
house when I did it. With the trees and everything, I doubt anyone 
saw it. And from a distance, I don’t think you’d be able to even tell 
what I did.” 

Nicole nodded, mostly to herself, and turned to leave. Then she 
stopped, backpedaled, and kissed him. “Thank you for taking her 
pain,” she said. Then she left him to consider that afternoon. 

Was it possible anyone saw him? 


Several weeks later, Nicole told him Annabelle had spilled the 
beans in school. 

“What do you mean?” he asked her. 

“Your gift. For Art, she drew a picture of you as a superhero.” 

“Oh? Is that all?” 

Nicole shook her head and produced the picture in question. 
Josiah took it from her and gave it a look. His daughter was a 
talented artist, always had been. She’d drawn her father in normal 
clothes but with a cape tied around his neck. 

“T don’t see the issue,” he said. 

“Nothing’s wrong with the picture,” she told him. “But she told 
the classroom you can fix people. She told them about you repairing 
her arm.” 

Josiah looked down at his cast. “How did that go over?” 

“A couple kids picked on her later. Called her a liar. Said you 
weren’t a superhero. She’s pretty upset.” 

“The teacher didn’t say anything?” 

“No. She didn’t believe Annabelle, of course. She only told me 
because of the bullying.” 

“Where is she?” 

“In her room putting her things away, probably. Maybe go talk 
to her.” 


Josiah left the den and headed upstairs. 
He found Annabelle on her bed with a 
Goosebumps book. She loved them. Her teacher 


didn’t, nor did the school librarian. They said 
she was too young for them. Josiah had told 


them to buzz off and let her read. 

“Hey, sweetie. How are you doing? I heard some kids were 
mean to you today.” 

Annabelle nodded sadly. 

“Are you okay?” 

“T guess.” 

“You know, Daddy’s powers are a secret.” 

“Why?” 

“Because they aren’t normal. People might take me away if 
they knew.” 

Annabelle’s eyes widened with fear, and she lowered her book. 
“What?!” 

“It’s okay, sweetie,” he assured her, taking a seat on her 
bedside. “Just don’t talk about them anymore. Keep the secret with 
us. I can still be your superhero but...maybe tell the other kids it’s 
because I make everything better for you and your brother. Don’t 
tell them I can fix your broken arm or anything like that. Okay?” 

Annabelle nodded and cuddled up beside him. “Don’t let 
anyone take you, Daddy.” 

He put an arm around her shoulder and hugged her close. “I 
won't.” 


1998 


Someone was pounding on the front door and shouting his name. 
Josiah was in the upstairs office paying bills when he heard the 
frantic noise. Annabelle was at school and Chester was with his 
mother for a playdate. 

“JOSIAH!” 

He stood from the desk and hesitated to leave the room. Did he 
know that voice? If he did, they weren’t someone he’d ever heard 
yell. But they sounded panicked, maybe even scared. Was someone 
being chased or attacked outside? 

Finally, he moved his legs out of the office, down the hall, and 
down the stairs. “’m coming,” he shouted as he approached the 
foyer. “Who’s out there?” 

“Brady! Brady from two houses down!” 


Josiah stood outside the door with his hand on the handle but 

not moving to open it. “Okay...why are you banging on my door?” 
“T need your help, Josiah, please open the door and talk to 
me.” 

Josiah didn’t really know Brady, not well enough to feel 
comfortable opening the door for a man acting crazy without any 
explanation. So, he grabbed the baseball bat he kept in the umbrella 
stand and held it behind his back, just in case. Then he unlocked 
the door and opened it several inches, just enough to peer outside 
and be seen by Brady. 

“What’s going on?” he asked. 

Brady’s eyes and cheeks were red from crying. His hair looked 
as if it has been pulled in every direction and his nose was running. 
He looked awful. 

“Tt’s Mary,” he pleaded. 

“Who?” 

“My wife!” 

“What about her?” Josiah asked, opening the door wider. He 
was no longer concerned for his well-being upon seeing Brady’s 
state. 

“Please, come with me. She needs your help.” 

Josiah eyed Brady a moment longer. He was confused and a 
little frightened. “Why does she need me? What the hell is going on, 
Brady?” 


“She is hurt. She needs your...you know,” 
he said, waving his arms oddly. “I saw you 
with your daughter last summer. Mary needs 
you and time is running out! Please, just follow 
me!” 

Brady turned away from the door and hurried down the 
driveway. Josiah took a deep breath and slipped on his shoes. He 
didn’t like this. He didn’t like what his neighbor had insinuated. 


Had Brady seen him heal Annabelle’s arm? 
Nothing good could come of this. 


Brady lived several houses down the court. He walked ahead of 
Josiah a good ten feet, all the while prodding Josiah to move faster, 


to keep up. 

When they reached Brady’s property, Josiah was led around the 
side and to the back yard where a raised screened-in porch stood 
over their heads. Hanging from its railing was a rope. At the end of 
that rope was a noose. 

“Dear God...” 

Mary had hung herself. Her body was swaying gently between 
two of the columns holding up the porch. The stairs were about five 
feet from her corpse, so close and yet too far; it seemed plausible to 
Josiah that Mary had likely tried swinging over to them in her final 
moments, trying to undo her hanging before it was too late. 


But it was too late. And yet, Brady hadn’t 
figured that out for himself. 


“Help her!” he screamed. 

Josiah stammered for a response. He stumbled toward Mary’s 
corpse and looked into her bloodshot, upturned eyes. There was no 
life left there, hadn’t been for some time. 

“Wh-when did this happen?” he asked. 

“T came home, and she was out here...” 


“Brady, what...what is it you think I can 
do for her?” All the while, he thought, She’s 
dead, man. She’s fucking dead. 

“IT saw you with your daughter,” Brady 
grumbled, thrusting a desperate finger in 
Josiah’s direction. “You can heal Mary, make 
this right. Turn back time!” 


Josiah swallowed and shook his head. “No, no, I can’t. That’s 
not...I can’t bring people back from the dead.” 

Brady was crying again. “Have you tried?” 

“Well, no, but—” 

“Then try!” 

Josiah put up his hands, hoping to calm his neighbor. He didn’t 
like the way this was escalating. He didn’t know Brady well enough 
to trust him, especially with Mary’s corpse several feet away, 
swaying sadly in the breeze. 

“T don’t know what you think you saw that day...” 


“I know what I saw!” Brady yelled, spit flying. “I saw your 
daughter break her arm and you fix it!” 

Josiah cursed. What else could he do? Denying it over and over 
would only enrage Brady. Maybe the police would be called. Maybe 
Brady would tell someone else, and word would get around to the 
wrong people. People in black, nondescript vans. 


“Look, Brady...I take an injury from my 


kids and make it my own. I can’t heal them.” 
“Bring her back to me,” Brady demanded, taking a step closer 
to Josiah. His fists were clenched at his sides. 


“Assuming I could even trade this with 
Mary, it would mean my death. Because she’s 
dead, Brady. And I’m sorry, but I’m not trading 


my life for hers.” 

It was then that Brady charged him. Josiah was slammed into a 
porch column with enough force to knock the air from his lungs. He 
gasped and tried shoving Brady back, but fists were pummeling his 
kidneys. 

“Bring her back! Bring her back! BRING HER BACK!” 

Josiah couldn’t breathe through the pain. He began to choke as 
his vision blurred and darkened. Finally, Brady slowed to a stop and 
stood away from Josiah. He was shaking but dialing back a bit. He 
stormed away from Josiah’s fallen form and moved in furious 
circles. 

“I know you can do this,” Brady growled. “Why are you 
refusing to help me?” He stopped circling and turned his gaze on 
Josiah once more. “Are you heartless?” 

Josiah sat up and groaned. “I...I have two children, Brady. I’m 
not killing myself for your wife. ’m sorry. That’s not heartless. It’s 
just...a matter of priorities. And my children will always come 
first.” Cautiously, he looked up to see Brady’s expression. His 
neighbor was holding something he hadn’t had before. “What... 
what are you going to do with that?” 

Brady lifted a rusted golf club in both hands and took aim. 
“You need some time to think things through,” he said, taking a 
swing at Josiah’s head and knocking him out cold. 


0 


When Josiah opened his eyes next, it was to a dimly lit basement, 
unfinished and partially exposed. He was sprawled across a mattress 
with a single pillow and blanket. 

Where am I? 

As he stood, the room tilted sideways. He braced himself 
against a nearby support beam and gingerly touched his forehead. 
Above his right eyebrow was a painful lump. His head was 
throbbing, and his equilibrium was less than ideal. He carefully 
crossed the basement to the wooden steps and climbed them on his 
hands and knees. When he reached the door, he found it locked. 

“Shit.” 

He was halfway down the steps when a voice sounded from 
above, beyond the locked door. 

“Josiah? You awake?” 

Josiah paused and looked back over his shoulder. “Who are 
you? What’s going on?” 

An uneasy laugh. “You don’t remember? I must have hit you 
harder than I thought.” 

Josiah tried to recall that morning, but his head was aching too 
much. “Where am I?” 

“Just a few doors down from your house. Look, clearly, you’re 
a little fuzzy right now, so I’ll give you some more time. But later, 
we need to talk about your, uh...compliance.” 

There were footsteps as Josiah’s captor left the proximity of the 
basement door. Josiah finished his slow crabwalk down the stairs, 
back to the mattress. Upon realizing there was an old desk in the 
corner with a bottle of water and a box of crackers resting upon it, 
he made his way over to it. As he fished for a cracker from its box, 
the morning gradually returned to him. By the time he’d finished 
his water and half the crackers, he remembered enough of what had 
happened. 

Brady’s wife was dead, and Josiah was now his prisoner. 


The rest of the day was quiet. Brady could have gone to work. Or 
maybe it was night, and he was sleeping. Josiah couldn’t be sure 
from downstairs. There was no clock or forgotten watch lying 
around. No TV or radio. No boxes whatsoever, in fact. Perhaps 


Brady had cleared the basement before dropping Josiah inside. He’d 
clearly prepared enough for a bed to be in place. 

But what about Mary? That had been her name, right? 
Wouldn’t she have used the basement for storage? It didn’t seem 
likely to Josiah that Brady could have cleared an entire basement 
prior to Josiah regaining consciousness. Which suggested the 
basement was already like this, a prison. But why? 

Josiah shook away such thoughts. He needed to figure out an 
escape strategy. Surely, he’d been gone long enough for his wife to 
call the police. Then again, they wouldn’t do a thing about it until 
after twenty-four hours, correct? Such a silly rule. He understood it 
to some degree—many people come home within a day, having 
never really been missing—but it left the injured and kidnapped in 
grave danger of disappearing forever. 


That won’t happen here, he told himself. 


The kids need me. I can’t just vanish. 
Josiah began to make plans for Brady’s next visit. 


He was starving when the basement door finally opened. Brady 
placed a plate and soda onto the top step and called down to 
Josiah, “I'll let you replenish a bit. Then we'll be having a talk.” The 
door shut and a lock sounded. Josiah picked himself up on shaky 
legs and crawled up the steps toward his food. There was a thick 
sandwich and chips on the plate waiting for him. The soda was 
some sort of Sprite knock-off brand. Josiah took everything to the 
desk and had a seat there to shovel down his food. 

Not for the first time, he wondered how much time had passed. 
It seemed like a day or more. The basement already smelled 
horrible from Josiah having to use the bucket in the far corner to 
relieve himself, not to mention the natural humidity and mustiness 
of the underground level. 

In the time that had passed, Josiah had scoured every inch of 
the basement for anything of use. He considered breaking apart the 
desk and prying off one of its legs for a club. The same went for the 
rickety wooden chair. He didn’t have much else to try. There was 
the shit bucket—which, granted, could be used to temporarily blind 
Brady in a foul way—but then what? Unless he got back some of his 
strength, he’d be easy to knock down and imprison once more. 


So, the club was his best bet. Upon finishing his food and drink, 
he turned over the desk and chair and examined them both as 
closely as he could in the poor lighting of the basement. His eyes 
ached, as did his head, from all the straining he’d done since his 
capture. He wondered if the outside would blind him whenever he 
escaped. 

The lock upstairs clicked. 

Josiah cursed under his breath and quickly righted the 
furniture. He’d have to wait until he was alone next to make his 
club. 

A flashlight beam spread down the stairs and to the wall. Brady 
said, “’'m coming down now, Josiah. Don’t try anything stupid. I 
have a gun.” 

Josiah moved over to the mattress and sat there cross-legged. 
Brady appeared before him a moment later with the flashlight 
turned upward. It lit the room surprisingly well, at least for their 
immediate surroundings. 

“Was the sandwich acceptable?” 

Josiah eyed Brady before nodding slowly. What did the man 
expect of him? Should he leap to Brady’s feet and kiss them 
repeatedly? Josiah was a prisoner, not a grateful pet too lazy and 
domesticated to hunt on its own. 

“Have you given any thought to Mary?” Brady asked him. 

“What about her?” 

“Bringing her back to me, of course,” Brady growled, his grip 
on the handgun shifting against his hip. 

“I told you, Brady—lI don’t have the ability to do that,” Josiah 
explained. He was tired and weak and angry. He wanted to escape 
this desperate man and return home to his children. “What must I 
do to leave?” 

“Save her.” 

“How the fuck am I supposed to do that?” 

“T’ve seen you!” Brady screamed. The volume startled Josiah, 
making him flinch. Brady’s chest heaved as he tried to regain his 
composure before continuing. “You’ve wasted too much time 
already. I will bring her to you, and you will do your fucking magic 
and bring her home. And if you don’t—” Brady said, tapping the 
gun against his side “—I will kill you. End of story.” 

Josiah licked his crusty lips and asked, “How long have I been 
down here?” 


Brady grinned. “Just a night. How long did you think?” 
“Longer.” 


“Just a night. But Mary has been waiting a 
day already. You must fix her quickly.” Brady 
turned back toward the stairs and began to 
leave. “I'll be down with her shortly. And I 
will still have this when I return,” he said, 
flicking his wrist theatrically with the gun in 
hand. 


Once the basement door had shut and locked, Josiah blinked 
several times to adjust to the darkness once more. Then he quickly 
slid himself over to the chair and turned it over. How was he to 
break it without making a sound? He looked back toward the 
mattress and wondered if he could crack a leg off that way and 
keep relatively silent in the process. What else was there to try? He 
picked up the chair, turned, and slammed it down onto the mattress 
with what little strength he had. When it didn’t break, he did it two 
more times. He could feel the chair weakening, bending at its joints. 

There was movement directly overhead. Josiah paused, 
wondering if he’d been heard. There was a grunt, followed by heavy 
footsteps. Brady must have been on his way with Mary in tow. 

“Shit.” 

Josiah quickly snapped off a leg from the chair and hid himself 
beneath the stairs. Even with a gun, Brady would be slow to react 
thanks to the corpse in his hands. As long as Josiah didn’t trip or 
wait too long to react, he had a reasonable chance of surprising 
Brady. He steadied his breathing and waited. 

There was a thud outside the basement door. The lock clicked a 
moment later. Then the door opened, and Brady grunted again, 
lifting Mary once more. 

“Keep to the bed, Josiah, or I’ll shoot you,” he shouted from 
atop the stairs. 

“T’m on the bucket,” Josiah lied. 

“Then stay there,” Brady said, beginning down the stairs 
slowly. 

Josiah watched Brady’s descent from underneath the slats. 
Mary was wrapped in a bedsheet and—judging by her bent spine— 


rigor mortis had already come and gone. Thanks to his detective 
shows, Josiah knew the stiffening of the body usually faded within 
eight to ten hours of death. Assuming Brady had thrown Josiah 
downstairs yesterday afternoon, Mary had probably softened 
overnight. Josiah wondered if this had tricked Brady into thinking 
there was “still time” to save her life. 

Brady reached the basement floor and looked in the direction 
of the bucket. When he saw that it was empty in the dark corner, he 
snapped his head around, automatically checking the stairs first. He 
spotted Josiah just as the chair leg was swung. There was an 
audible cracking of Brady’s jaw as the club raked across his mouth, 
popping his neck so suddenly that he probably obtained whiplash in 
the process. Mary’s corpse fell to the floor and Brady stumbled back 
a step. Josiah didn’t give him a chance to raise the gun he held in 
his left hand; Josiah brought the club down on Brady’s shoulder and 
then swiftly into Brady’s elbow. The hand spasmed in pain and the 
gun fell to the floor as Brady squealed in pain. 

“You motherfuck—” 

Josiah shoved Brady against the wall, kicked him in the gut 
with his barefoot, and began up the stairs. Brady recovered enough 
to launch himself sideways and grab Josiah’s foot, tripping him. 
Josiah’s knee struck the wooden stairs, and he yelped. 

“Get back here!” Brady screamed with a mouthful of cracked 
teeth. 

Josiah turned over and brought his makeshift club down on 
Brady’s head as hard as he could. There was a sickening crunch and 
Brady’s grip released. For a second that stretched on horribly, 
Josiah watched as Brady’s eyes glazed over and blood began to drip 
down from his hair. Josiah kicked his foot free and scurried up the 
stairs while he had the chance. Once through the basement door, he 
quickly slammed it shut and turned the silent lock. He then threw 
the deadbolt with an audible click and collapsed against the 
hallway wall, gasping for breath. 

Josiah was having a panic attack. 


As soon as he’d relaxed enough to breathe easy and move again, 
Josiah found a telephone and called the police. They asked him to 
remain on the call until their responders arrived. It wasn’t until 
hours later at the hospital that Josiah was finally reunited with his 


family. Nicole burst into his room with tears in her eyes and Chester 
in her hands. Annabelle rushed right alongside her toward the bed 
and her father. For several minutes, they embraced tightly, both 
Josiah and his wife sobbing with relief. 


The news about Brady trickled in over the next two days. His house 
was turned inside out in the police’s investigation. It was soon 
discovered Mary had left a suicide note revealing Brady’s secrets. 
Upon stumbling upon an unmarked grave in her back garden, Mary 
threatened to turn Brady into the police. He made threats against 
her life and her family’s lives before returning to work the next day. 
After talking with Brady’s boss and co-workers, the police learned 
that Brady had put in his two-week notice during that final shift 
with the explanation he was moving out of state with his wife. 

While Brady was away at work taking care of such things, Mary 
decided to kill herself. The suicide letter was apparently copied and 
mailed to several news outlets and the police. Most were received 
the day after Josiah was recovered from the basement. Had he not 
escaped on his own, he may not have been saved in time. 

A month passed and the investigation grew. Three more victims 
were discovered and tied to MP reports. Mary’s family mourned her 
loss. The press continued to contact Josiah for interviews, but he 
continued to turn them down. When the police asked why Brady 
would choose a neighbor to kidnap without premeditation, Josiah 
lied and said Brady suspected he knew of the grave Mary stumbled 
upon a day earlier. That he would be going to the police. 

No one seemed to know of his gift or the truth behind his 
kidnapping. 


1999 


Months passed without incident. Josiah recovered physically within 
days, but he suffered from nightmares and flashbacks occasionally. 

When summer came around next, Annabelle was learning to 
play soccer. She quickly proved to be an athlete with boundless 
energy. 

Chester entered kindergarten when school returned to session. 
The house became empty. Nicole went to work, the kids to class, 
and Josiah to his office. He wrote a novel that sold at the end of the 
year. It would later become a bestseller in 2001, following its 


release. 
2002 


Chester was hit by a drunk driver one evening while the family was 
playing outside in the front yard. The driver—a bastard who had 
been arrested for inebriation on multiple occasions—swerved off 
the road suddenly and onto their property. 

Josiah learned just how far he could take his gift that night. 
Cradling his broken boy in his arms, he cried with his head pressed 
against Chester’s and prayed with all his heart to save his child’s 
life. 

Darkness followed. 

When Josiah opened his eyes next, he was in the hospital in 
various casts, connected to various machines and pumps. He’d been 
in a coma for three weeks before waking. He had sixteen broken 
bones and numerous lacerations and deep bruising. He would 
recover, though. 

Chester was unharmed. He’d remained at his father’s side as 
often as Nicole would take him to the hospital. Whenever she tried 
to take him home, he’d scream and hold onto the bedside railing. 

When Josiah was returned home, it was with a lengthy 
schedule for physical therapy to recover. 


2003 


As soon as he was back on his feet and moving with relative ease, 
Josiah and his family moved to Ohio. Too much had happened for 
them to stay in Virginia any longer. 

For months following the accident, Josiah wondered if the 
drunk driver had seen anything he shouldn’t have. Nothing made its 
way back to him, but still he feared the worst... 

It was another reason to move, another reason to run and hide. 


2006 


Nicole entered their Ohio house drenched in sweat from her run 
through the neighborhood. As she climbed the stairs to the second 
level of their split foyer, Josiah appeared from the hall to see how 
she was doing. 

“Good,” she told him breathlessly, removing her shirt and 
heading toward the bathroom. “Time for a shower. Hallelujah.” 


“Mind if I join you?” he asked. 

“Give me a head start of five minutes,” she said with a grin, 
patting him on the chest. “I need to get off some of this sweat first.” 

“Fine, fine,” Josiah chuckled, turning into the kitchen for a 
drink of water. A minute later, the shower screamed to life from 
down the hall, followed by music from their stereo. As Josiah drank 
from his cup with his back against the counter, someone knocked 
on the front door. 

“Who is it?” he asked, making his way down the stairs. 

No one replied. 

Josiah hesitated by the door and tried again. “Who is it?” 

The person knocked several more times, more insistently. 

Josiah’s heart began to beat faster. Flashbacks involving Brady 
flooded his mind, making him weak at the knees. 

More knocking, heavier now. 

“I’m not opening the door unless you tell me who you are,” 
Josiah shouted, his hands clenched against his sides. He looked at 
the umbrella stand and retrieved his baseball bat. 

From the ground level, someone knocked on the back door 
next. 

“What the fuck?” 

Rather than head downstairs to repeat his questioning, Josiah 
hurried back upstairs and turned into the living room. He moved 
swiftly to the window and pushed aside the curtains. Outside, he 
could see six men in suits, as well as three black, nondescript vans 
parked along the roadside, blocking his driveway. 

One of the suits looked up at him and waved. “Mr. Dexter, 
come on down,” called the man. “We’re overdue for a 
conversation.” 

Josiah backed away from the window and looked toward the 
hall. Both doors were being banged on now. Their knocking seemed 
to echo painfully throughout Josiah’s head, bringing him to the 
floor. He dropped the bat and put his hands over his ears. Still, he 
could hear their fists against the doors. BANG! BANG! BANG! 

“Mr. Dexter.” 

BANG! BANG! BANG! 

“Come on outside now. Don’t make this ugly.” 

BANG! BANG! BANG! 

“Mr. Dexter, we have your children.” 

Josiah’s eyes shot open. Something swept through him, like an 


electrocution. Suddenly, he was standing in the split landing at the 
bottom of the stairs, his hand hovering as if ready to swing open the 
door. “What did you say?” 

The voice was just on the other side of the door now. “We have 
your children, Mr. Dexter. Come on out and we will release them.” 

Could it really be so easy? 

“Let me hear them,” he said. 

Upstairs, the phone in the kitchen began to ring. He hurried to 
it and answered. 

“Daddy?” 

It was Annabelle. She hadn’t called him Daddy since she was 
much younger. 

“Baby? Where are you?” 

“In a van. Some men took me out of school.” 

“Is Chester with you?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Are you both okay?” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“But what?” 

The bathroom door opened, and Nicole stuck her head into the 
hallway. Her hair was soaked and dripping onto the floor. “Hey, are 
you coming or what?” 

Josiah looked at her but said nothing. 

“Daddy?” 

“Yes, sweetie, I’m here.” 

Nicole’s eyebrow raised. “Is Annabelle on the phone? Is she in 
the nurse’s office again?” 

“What do we do?” 

A polite knock came from the front door. Patient, but a 
reminder, nonetheless. 

“T love you, Annabelle,” Josiah told her with tears in his eyes. 
“You and your brother, more than anything. Can he hear me?” 

“IT hear you, Dad.” Chester’s voice was in the background, but 
not too far. He was sitting close to his sister and the phone in her 
hands. 

“IT love you both more than anything, remember that,” Josiah 
said, his voice shaking. 

Nicole stepped out into the hall, naked and dripping. She 
looked concerned now. Scared. “What’s going on, Josiah?” 

From the van, his children began to cry. “We love you, too, 


Daddy.” 

Another knock from below, a little louder than the last. 

The call went dead. Josiah stared at the phone for several long 
seconds before placing it back in its cradle. He moved toward the 
stairs. Nicole stumbled down the hall toward him. 

“What’s going on?” she asked again. “Josiah?” 

He headed down the stairs to the front door and opened it. 

“T’m here. Now, let them go.” 


AN: There’s a song by Hidden in Plain View 
called “Bleed for You” that partly inspired this 
story. I had also just had my second child around 
the time I wrote this, so that certainly influenced 
its premise. You could even say Firestarter left a 
mark on me that helped shape this one. 
Sometimes, I read this story and think it should 
be rewritten as a novel. 


THE DRIVE 


(Previously published under the name Gavin Ritter) 


Angela looked at him like he was a stranger. Her eyebrows 
squeezed tight as her brow furrowed, and her lip curled along one 
side. 

“Get out,” she told him with a quivering snarl. “Now, Rick.” 

He was more than a little stunned but recognized the look in 
her eyes; it would be in their best interest if he gave her the space 
she wanted and try again later. So, he nodded without saying a 
word, grabbed his wallet and keys, and left the house. 

In his car, he contemplated where to go. He didn't want to get a 
hotel, considering their finances. He'd just lost his job, after all. 
Maybe he could just start with a drive to clear his head. What else 
was there to really do? 

As Rick turned out of the driveway and began down Runway 
Road, rain began to fall. 


He'd gone four miles when the houses were replaced with 
farmsteads and wooded acreage. There were long stretches of the 
road in which he saw nothing but trees and the falling rain. 

It was a little after midnight and he was growing tired. Without 
realizing it, his eyelids began to droop every few seconds. As his 
vision blurred and darkness crept from the corners, something 
moved out into the road ahead of him. It wasn’t until the reflection 
of the animal's eyes in the headlights that Rick jolted from his semi- 
conscious state to swerve the vehicle. From the right into the left 
lane and back again, he lost traction in the rain and oils of the road. 
His car began to spin but not for long. His rear end smashed into a 
tree a second later, causing his airbag to deploy and break his nose. 


A minute passed, maybe more, before Rick lifted his head and 
looked around himself in a daze. 

Outside, the rain pounded his totaled car louder. 

“Where am I?” 

It took him a moment to remember the fight with his wife and 
the drive that followed. Then there was the accident, faint like a 
dream, quickly escaping. 

“Shit,” he groaned, unbuckling his seatbelt, pushing away the 
deflated airbag, and stumbling outside. He immediately fell into the 
mud of the roadside and cursed some more. 

‘Did I hit it?” he wondered, trying to stand as his clothes 
quickly soaked through. He looked one way down the dark road, 
then the other. He did not know which direction was home because 
it all looked the same. 

He was about to look for his phone to call 911 when movement 
through the rain curtain caught his eye. He paused and turned fully 
to face the animal that had caused him to swerve. At first, it 
appeared to be a stag. But as it neared, drifting further into the 
reach of his headlights, he saw it was much larger and much... 
sharper. Its angles were all wrong. There appeared to be vines 
growing out of his torso, or perhaps they were tentacles. When its 
eyes flashed in the light—as they had when he swerved—they 
looked like frozen pools. 

“Uh...g0 away,” he called timidly to the beast as it continued 
moving toward him. “Shoo!” 

The animal's pace quickened. 

Rick cursed and quickly reached inside his car to find his 
phone. As he fumbled in the dark, he heard the beast screech like a 
child being torn to shreds. He jumped at the sound of it and 
smacked his head against the roof. 

His phone must have fallen under the seat during the crash. He 
couldn't find it in any of the normal places. When he pulled his 
head out of the car and looked toward the road, he found it empty. 
He looked ahead of his car and behind it. Left and right. 

He was alone. 


Thank God, he thought, squeezing himself 
into the car once more to look along the floor 


for his phone. 
Something wrapped itself around his waist as soon as he moved 


back his chair. Roughly, he was yanked away from the car and 
thrown through the air. His flight was cut short by a tree with low 
hanging branches. When he landed on the wet ground below, mud 
splashed over his face, blinding him. 

Stunned once again, he lifted himself slowly before wiping his 
eyes to clear them. Before he could see anything more than his car 
by the roadside, something bit down onto his ankle and dragged 
him into the woods screaming. He grasped for leaves and brush as 
his shirt hiked up to his neck and exposed his body to the forest 
floor. By the time they'd stopped, his chest and stomach were 
bloody with scratches, some of which were surprisingly deep. 

Whining in pain, he flipped himself over to see what had 
dragged him. Towering over him was the mutated stag from the 
road. Its fur was a patchwork of different lengths and shades. Its 
antlers were littered with miniature horns, as if covered in thorns. 
And there were dark green tentacles whipping around from its 
sides. 

Rick tried to scream but found his voice was eluding him. 

The stag then stood on its hind legs and began to shake. Ric 
watched in horror as its stomach split open down the middle like a 
seam coming undone. The gaping wound revealed rows of short, 
jagged teeth and a blinding light in its center. 

Rick threw his hands over his eyes, but it was too late; his 
vision was already littered with troublesome spots that he could not 
blink away fast enough. Though he was unable to see, Rick knew it 
was the tentacles he felt snatch him around the waist and lift him 
from the forest floor. He thrashed and kicked to protect himself, but 
it was no use. 

He felt a hundred shrapnel teeth bite into him seconds later. 


Angela tried calling Rick again, but still he did not answer. 
Frustrated and desperately wanting to reconcile her marriage, she 
located the Find My Phone app and searched for Rick's device. It 
was about five miles away, nowhere particular. Though she found 
that a bit odd, she figured her husband must have pulled the car 
over to sleep without wasting money on a hotel. She was thankful 
for that, at least; they couldn't afford the local rates. 

A minute later, she was behind the steering wheel of her own 
car and following Rick's signal through the dark and rain. Toward 


the unknown. 


AN: Shorter stories like this are usually written as a daily practice, like 
exercising to keep your body toned. I don’t remember anything specific 
influencing “The Drive,” other than it was raining and I wanted to go 
out for a ride. 


BEACH TOWN 
BODY COUNT 


(A She Sheds Her Skin Story) 


Here, in Myrtle Beach, she’d chosen to go by 
the name Charlize. She admired Meredith 
Vickers—played by Charlize Theron—and her 
fierceness in the movie Prometheus. She’d even 
changed her hair to resemble Theron in that 
role, returning it blonde and placing it in a 
tight, low-hanging bun. It wasn’t picture 
perfect mimicry, but she wasn’t here to 
cosplay; she was here to replenish her funds 


for the road ahead. 

The hotel was nice, but very expensive. It was also necessary, 
for it attracted the kind of wealthy (and stupid) men she needed to 
continue her journey. Men that carried wallets of cash, wore high- 
end watches, and drove fast cars. Downstairs, by the indoor heated 
pool, Charlize spread herself over a reclining lounge chair in an 
attractive, black two-piece for hours on end with a paperback in 
hand and a martini on the circular table beside her. She’d kept her 
eyes out for a suitable target since lunch. So far, she’d mostly seen 
mothers with their kids, sometimes accompanied by a father. Now 


that it was after five and people were cycling through for a drink by 
the pool or outside on the patio, she was seeing some young couples 
and solo acts. However, none of them looked promising. 

She was about to give up on the pool when a balding man in 
his forties suddenly sat down in the recliner beside her. She was 
looking in the opposite direction when she heard him exhale 
heavily as he stretched out in his chair. Charlize turned her head to 
see who'd arrived, spotted the Cartier watch (worth a few grand, at 
least) on his wrist, and flashed the man a smile. He seemed 
surprised by the unwarranted attention and returned a smile of his 
own, one that was awkward and bashful. Some of that might have 
had to do with the wedding band he wore, but there was no wife 
around. Judging by the folder of papers at his side, the man was on 
a business trip and likely traveling alone. 

Perfect. 

“What’s your name?” she asked him, lowering the book to her 
bare lap. She tracked his eyes to her thighs, as anticipated. 
Sometimes, the game was too easy. 

“Liev.” 

Still awkward and lacking confidence. 

“Evening, Liev.” Charlize picked up her martini and took a sip. 
“Are you drinking, as well?” 

“I suppose I could have one,” he replied, looking toward the 
bartender. “Would you like another martini, Miss...?” 

“Call me Charlize.” 

“T’'ll be right back.” 

Charlize watched him go and began to scheme. 


Shortly following his return, they’d traded the pool for the 
boardwalk. This served Charlize just fine, as she was stiff from 
having sat for so many hours on end. She needed to loosen up for 
what awaited them later that night. Though she made sure to keep 
a drink in Liev’s hand at all times, she mostly ordered water for 
herself and fooled him. It didn’t take long for Liev to become drunk 
and careless. After the second time helping him up on the 
boardwalk, Charlize suggested they return to the hotel. 

“My room?” he asked with a goofy smile. 

Charlize pretended to give it safe consideration before replying, 
“Maybe for a bit.” 


It was dark by the time they were back inside and taking the 
hotel elevator to the fifth floor. Charlize acted tipsy as she sloppily 
directed Liev to the room number matching his card. His folder of 
papers and her paperback were still down at the pool, behind the 
bar. Charlize was relieved to have found the room key in Liev’s 
pocket, because she hadn’t wanted to return to the bartender for 
their things. Though there were surely elevator and hallway 
cameras, she didn’t think they’d be checked over an apparent 
accidental death. It was better if no one knew she’d gone to Liev’s 
room, because then questions might arise. 

yy] 


“Welcome to mi casa,” Liev said 
drunkenly, swinging out his arms in a grand 
gesture that smacked Charlize in the face. She 
pushed away his arm in annoyance and took a 
step away from him as she locked the door 
behind them. 


The room was large, well-furnished, and bright. Aside from the 
desk covered in papers and electronics, the space was crisp and 
clean. Impressive. Not an executive suite, but still twice the size of 
Charlize’s room on the bottom floor. Somewhere, there was a safe 
she’d have to check. As if reading her mind, Liev began to remove 
his watch on his way to the closet door. 

“Give me just a moment, my dear. Help yourself to the mini 
bar, if you’d like.” 

Charlize watched Liev step into the closet and push aside his 
expensive suites to reveal the combination safe. She placed herself 
near the doorway, within view of the keypad, and kept quiet. Liev 
didn’t seem to realize she was there, or he didn’t care. As he got 
down onto his knees, he nearly tipped over and laughed as he threw 
out his arms to catch himself. Then he entered the safe’s 
combination and swung open the door. Charlize memorized the 
code as Liev placed his Cortier watch inside, along with his wallet, 
keys, phone, and wedding ring. 

Before he could turn back from the safe, Charlize had slipped 
over to the mini bar to retrieve several small bottles. It looked 
surprisingly well-stocked, so it seemed that Liev might have 
requested extra for his stay. This worked perfectly, because it 


suggested the man had already painted himself as someone with a 
drinking problem to the hotel staff. 

Liev exited the closet a moment later with a drunken swagger. 
Charlize laughed as the stupid man crossed the room and sat down 
on the bedside. He eyed her two-piece for a moment, and then 
began unbuttoning his shirt. Charlize left the bottles on the counter 
and moved over to him with a delicate swing of her hips. 

“You hold your alcohol better than I do,” Liev said with a 
snort. 

“T’ve practiced since I was a kid.” Charlize placed her hands 
against his bare chest and put her lips against his ear. “That and 
more.” 


Liev’s hands were suddenly on _ her 
bottom, squeezing a bit tighter than he 
probably realized. Charlize didn’t particularly 
mind—she liked sex to be rough and frenzied 
—but she wasn’t going to let him go much 
further. She luckily had a plan that didn’t 
involve her having to sleep with this man. Had 
she wanted to, then she would have slipped 
her hand into Liev’s shorts at this point. 
Instead, she teased him with a bite on the neck 
and said, “Get a shower before we do anything 
too fun.” 

Liev exaggerated a moping face and said, 


“Why not after the fun?” 


Charlize patted him on the chest and took a step back. 
“Because you’re covered in sweat and stink of alcohol. Clean 
yourself up and I’ll make it worth your effort.” She licked her lips 
for emphasis and went as far as winking at the drunkard. 

He fell for it, of course. Immediately, Liev jumped to his feet 
and dropped his shorts. Charlize pretended to be interested in what 
she saw as he marched proudly past her—managing not to tip over, 
however crooked his steps landed upon the floor—and disappeared 


into the bathroom a moment later. Charlize waited to hear the 
shower curtain close and the water spray to life before turning back 
to the mini bar bottles she’d removed several minutes earlier. For 
the next two minutes, she emptied every bottle available to her and 
spread them across the room. There was a bottle at the desk of 
papers, two in the bed, another on the nightstand, and two in the 
kitchen. She carried the last bottle into the bathroom and placed it 
on the sink. 

Liev heard her enter and shouted over the water, “Looking to 
join me?” 


Charlize parted the curtain in the back 
and stuck her head inside. Steam dampened 
her face immediately, almost like a thousand 
tiny bites. “You better wash everything real 
good,” she told him, tracing her fingertips 
down his back. “You might get something a 


little extra, if you do.” 

Liev looked over his shoulder at her and saw that she was still 
wearing her two-piece. “Why don’t you get in here to make sure I 
do an adequate job?” 


Charlize shook her head, trying to hide 
her disgust. Why couldn’t this idiot have been 


one of the good looking executives? 

She moved her hand back to his shoulder and gripped it 
tightly. “Not a chance,” she said, pulling him backward with as 
much force as she could muster. Liev cursed in surprise and slipped. 
Charlize moved herself out of the shower as his feet swiped upward 
and his head went down hard, smacking the shampoo shelves on 
the way down and then striking the side of the tub. 

Charlize bit her lip as she pulled back the curtain further for a 
better look. Liev was slumped a bit on his side with his skull 
cracked open. She could see the wound reaching as far as his bald 
spot, bloody and angry. Liev’s eyes were open, but downcast and 
distant. His chest was still moving as the shower continued to spray 
his fallen form. 


“You better hurry up and die,” Charlize grumbled, closing the 
curtain. “I don’t have all night, nor do I want to get any more 
involved.” 

Exiting the bathroom, Charlize searched the rest of the room 
for anything of value. When she came up emptyhanded, she wasn’t 
at all surprised; Liev had been smart enough to keep his goods in 
the safe. Luckily for her, she had its combination. So she retrieved 
the toiletry bag she’d seen in Liev’s suitcase, set up its contents 
along the bathroom sink as if they were in use, and returned to the 
closet. With the safe open, she packed the watch, ring, and car keys 
into the empty toiletry bag and zipped it shut. She then took the 
wallet and phone over to the bedside where two empty bottles were 
waiting. She removed Liev’s cash and bank card, but left the wallet 
behind, open and upside down. She wanted it to look as if the maid 
had taken Liev’s money prior to calling her manager and the police. 

Finally, Charlize returned to the bathroom to check on her 
victim. Blood was circling the drain as the shower continued to 
rinse Liev’s body. Charlize took a knee beside the tub and looked 
into his eyes. They no longer looked distant; they looked empty. 
She tried checking his pulse, found it too difficult with the pelting 
water, and shut off the shower. When she tried again, she came 
back with nothing. To be certain, she checked Liev’s neck and wrist. 
Both were still. Lastly, she watched his chest. When a minute passed 
without any movement, she stood, collected a towel to dry herself 
off, and turned the shower back on. It would make no sense for the 
water to be off if Liev fell while cleaning himself. 

Outside the bathroom, she tossed the towel atop Liev’s suitcase, 
collected the toiletry bag, and unlocked the door. Before exiting, 
she opened the door several inches and listened for movement in 
the hallway. Satisfied with the silence that greeted her, Charlize 
opened the door fully and left Liev’s room without looking back. 


It was thirty minutes later when Charlize entered the parking 
garage, dressed in normal clothes and carrying her bags. Once she’d 
dropped off everything in her current rental car, she found Liev’s 
keys and clicked the lock button. A horn sounded in the distance, 
and she located the vehicle a minute later. Making sure no one else 
was around and watching her, Charlize unlocked the vehicle—a 
company owned Tesla Model S—and slipped inside quickly. 


“Nice wheels,” she said aloud, running a hand along its interior 
in envy. Too bad she couldn’t take it out for a drive; the car would 
be looked for shortly after the discovery of Liev’s body. Maybe not 
immediately, but it would still raise suspicion if she were to take it 
anywhere. There was also the possibility it was LoJack-ed by the 
company. She didn’t need eyes on her from above or checking the 
garage security. She had to stick to the plan. 

She searched the vehicle, collected the cash she found in the 
middle console, and checked for other people. Seeing she was alone 
in the row, she climbed out of the car, purposefully leaving the keys 
inside with the doors unlocked, and returned to her rental several 
rows over. She was about to get in and leave Myrtle Beach behind, 
but a voice stopped her in her tracks as soon as she had the car door 
open. 

“Well, fuck me, I caught up to you.” 


She knew that voice. Had left it behind in 
Florida. Alive. A gift she should have never 


given. 

Charlize turned to face the tweaker she’d pitied a week earlier. 
“Luke.” 

He was tall and thin. Marks lined his arms and dotted the skin 
around his toes. Luke was wearing flip flops, swim trunks, and a 
wife beater. It looked as if he’d just climbed up from under the pier 
where he lived with dirty needles and an overly stained picnic 
blanket. His beard was coming back in patches, something Charlize 
had advised him against letting grow. 

“You thought I wouldn’t go after you,” he 
said, closing the gap between them another 
half-foot. “But you took my stash, Hannah. My 
fucking stash. And did, what, sell it to get a 
makeover? Why the fuck is your hair blonde 
and tied back like that? You look like some 


sort of lawyer bitch.” 
Charlize grinned. Luke had known her as Hannah, a Goth chick 
with long black hair and black nails and dark red lipstick. She was 


amazed this heroin addict had recognized her, let alone tracked her 
down. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked him, thinking of a way 
to end Luke without killing him on camera. 

“Did I not just say you stole my stash? You owe me, Hannah. 
And I’m not leaving until you pay me back.” He straightened his 
hunch and tried to appear more intimidating. 

Charlize had an idea. It was a weak one, underdeveloped, but 
better than facing off with Luke where security could catch it all for 
the police. 

“Then come with me,” she said, jerking a thumb in the 
direction of the passenger seat. “We'll get your stash and I’ll be on 
my way.” 

Luke eyed her. “You still have it?” 

“T do. And then some.” 

“Youre lying.” 

“Look, if you don’t want it, then I’ll just leave you here 
emptyhanded.” She began to climb into the car. 

Luke mumbled something and hurried over to the passenger 
side. Once they were both inside with the doors closed, he asked, 
“Where is it we’re going? You don’t have it up in your room?” 

“T’ve already checked out of the hotel,” she told him, starting 
the car. “But the stash isn’t on me. My brother has it. He lives about 
fifteen minutes away. That’s why I was staying here; to see him.” 

Luke seemed to accept this explanation and simply nodded. 

Charlize pulled out of the garage and turned onto the street 
without a destination in mind. Somewhere, she’d find a quiet alley. 
Or maybe an apartment building where she could take him to the 
roof and tip him over the edge. She rather liked that idea. 

“So, how did you follow me?” she asked. 

“I was awake before you left the parking lot. I saw you drive 
off in that terrible, yellow truck you were driving. I ran out to my 
car and went onto the interstate, figuring you were on your way out 
of town in a hurry. My shit was gone, after all. You’re not the first 
girl to grab my bag and run for it.” 

“The yellow truck, huh?” 

“Yeah. It was easy to find on the interstate. You know, being 
the only fucking one out there.” Luke laughed as he looked around 
the car. “I was there when you switched to this baby instead. That 
was a boring wait, but not as bad as when you stopped at the 


hairdresser. You nearly got away while I slept in the parking lot. I 
woke just as you were driving by.” 

“So, you followed me for days, some seven hundred miles? All 
because I stole your stash, which brought me all of two hundred 
dollars.” 

Luke cocked his head to the side and made a face. “Hold up. 
You said you still had my stash.” 


Fuck it, Charlize thought, snapping free 
the switchblade she had taped under the 
steering wheel. Luke spotted the quick 
movement but didn’t react in time. Charlize 
jabbed the blade into his jugular and swerved 
the car hard to the right. Luke’s head bounced 
off the window, dazing him as blood flowed 
down his neck and he choked. Behind them, 
the cars eased on their accelerators to put 
some distance between them and her jerky 
driving. Charlize took the next turn at high 
speed, skidding across the lanes in the process. 
Luke slid over onto her arm, making gurgling 
sounds as his eyes spun in their sockets. 
Charlize pushed him off her and hit the gas, 
leaving behind the cars that had possibly seen 


the attack. 
“H-help... St-stop the...car ...” 


“Shut up,” she growled, speeding them 
toward the beach. There was a place she found 
on her first day here that was private (usually) 
and set off from the woods. “Thanks to the 
mess you’ve made, Luke, now I have to lose 


this fucking car. I was this fucking close to a 
clean weekend in Myrtle Beach. This close! 
And then you had to show up and put a 


wrench in my getaway.” 

Luke was slumped against the window, his life draining away. 
His hands were no longer clawing blindly at his neck, which was 
completely scarlet. He almost looked resigned to death. It wouldn’t 
be long now. 

When Charlize reached the dirt path, she checked the rearview 
a final time to make sure no one was following them. The road was 
deserted, though. Life was quiet against the woods. If they were 
lucky, she wouldn’t drive up on any young couples humping by the 
lapping waves of the ocean. 

By the time they’d found the sand and the trees parted to a 
small section of beach, Luke was gone. Charlize scouted the area to 
make sure it was completely clear, and then returned to the vehicle 
to deal with the evidence. When she opened the passenger side 
door, Luke toppled out onto the sand at her feet. She reached down, 
yanked free her switchblade, and took it over to the water. Once 
she had it cleaned, she shut the blade, dried its base against the 
bottom of her shirt, and slipped it into her back pocket. 

“Goddamn you, Luke,” she sighed, pulling him out of the car 
and laying him out in the sand. She was going to have to burn the 
car because of all the blood. Call the rental agency and tell them it 
was stolen. Maybe come up with a story about her being carjacked 
and left on the side of the road. By two men, one matching Luke’s 
description. This would allow an explanation for his death—some 
sort of partner’s feud. But what about the police? Surely, insurance 
would request a report on the GTA to file. 


It doesn’t matter, she told herself. They 
don’t have my real name, ID, or anything to find 


me. Keep it simple and vanish. 

So, her getaway would continue as planned, minus the wheels. 
She’d place the call once she handled Luke, and then hit the road on 
foot. Find herself a trucker or someone to take her north. She was 
interested in returning to Maryland, maybe tracking down her 
mother while she was at it. More than a decade had passed since 


she’d last seen her. 

Luke had nothing on his person, except a small pistol strapped 
to his shin. She added the weapon to her main bag—she’d need to 
leave some of her things in the vehicle to keep with the carjacking 
story—and then collected the gas can she had stored in the sedan’s 
trunk. She always kept one in the vehicles she used beyond a day, 
just in case. Only once had she resorted to its use, but sequels were 
to be expected. 

From the rear of the vehicle, she looked for others. Luke waited 
patiently for her to return. When she did, Charlize stood before him 
and said, “I don’t want to make this easy for the police. In fact, I 
want them to be confused.” She sighed and retrieved the bone saw 
she also carried with her things. Unlike the gas can, she used this 
fairly often in her journeys. “I’ve got to take your hands, Luke,” she 
said, returning to him. “Maybe even your teeth. Well, what’s left of 
them, you fucking addict.” 

Then she took a knee and got to work. 


With the car burning brightly—and Luke rolling in the tide with 
severed wrists and a face smashed beyond recognition—Charlize 
hurried through the trees at a diagonal path, avoiding the road 
she’d initially taken to the beach. Once she’d reached pavement 
once more, she collected herself under the glow of a lamppost, 
calmed her breathing, and began to stroll down the sidewalk with 
the one duffel bag she’d saved from the rental. 

In it were Liev’s things, two pairs of clothes, some makeup, the 
bone saw, Luke’s pistol, some scattered teeth and a Ziploc bag 
containing two freshly removed hands. 


Several blocks later, the Janus bar called to 
her like a siren of the sea. She hadn’t planned 
for a stop—not nearly this soon, with so little 
distance between her and a new corpse—but 
her mouth felt dry. So painfully dry. 


To keep her bag close, Charlize took a small, round table in the 
dark corner by the empty stage. A waitress stopped by a minute 


later, looking peppy and fresh for the long night ahead of her. 
Charlize couldn’t understand the energy, but immediately wondered 
if she could put it to better use. 

“What can I get you?” 

Charlize read the girl’s name tag and asked, “Do you have food 
here, Clara?” 

The waitress reached into her apron and produced a small, 
laminated menu to pass over. “Would you like a minute?” 

“Yes. But Pll go ahead with a tall glass of whatever you keep on 
draft.” 

“T’'ll be right back with that.” 

Charlize watched the girl leave, admiring the movement of her 
hips as she turned behind the bar. Clara was young, maybe in 
college still. She was a brunette, somewhat tall, and in shape. Her 
eyes brought to mind Zooey Deschanel, one of Charlize’s other 
celebrity crushes. 

A question burned in her mind as she continued to watch the 
girl from the corner of her eye; would Clara become her next lover 
or victim? Sometimes, the two would overlap. 

When a tall glass appeared on the table a minute later, Charlize 
looked at the waitress as if she’d forgotten all about her. “Oh, yes. 
Hello, again. Let me get this club sandwich with mozzarella sticks.” 

Clara took back the menu—her fingertips brushing against 
Charlize’s own—and said she’d get the food over shortly. Once she 
was gone, Charlize smiled to herself and wondered where the girl 
lived. She hoped it was outside the city, near the main route. An 
easy getaway would, of course, be beneficial and desired. 

It was halfway through her meal that a tall, thick cowboy 
unexpectedly planted himself in the chair opposite her. He hadn’t 
stopped at the bar or started anywhere else prior to the move; he’d 
walked straight into the building, spotted Charlize, and made a 
beeline to her without pause. Then he tipped his cowboy hat, 
winked, and flashed a smile in her direction. 

“Hey there, little lady.” 

“You’re kidding me.” 

The cowboy’s smile faltered, but only for a split second. “I see 
you’re without company. A pretty girl like yourself should never 
feel lonely.” 

“T’m not lonely.” 

“You're alone.” 


“Being physically alone isn’t the same as feeling lonely.” 

“How about I buy you a drink?” 

Charlize gave the cowboy a look over, from hat to boots. He 
was dressed well enough, even if the style didn’t do anything for 
her. His clothing was also expensive looking, well-stitched and crisp 
and clean. He wore a belt buckle that was thick and shiny with 
some sort of family crest engraved into it. Charlize wondered if he 
came from money. Rich cowboys could be fun fucks, but dangerous. 
You didn’t want to get the attention of their families or their 
families’ lawyers. 

“Just ‘cause you buy me a drink, doesn’t mean it will be shared 
with you,” she told him. “Besides, I’ve already got my eyes on 
someone else.” 

“Lucky guy.” 


“Lucky gal.” 
The cowboy made a disgusted and 


disapproving look. “Oh, you’re one of those.” 

Charlize bit her tongue, reminded herself a rich cowboy was 
better left alone. Nevertheless, she now felt a powerful urge to take 
the man into a stall, yank down his pants, and clip off his dick. Did 
she dare put herself at such risk? 

Clara returned to ask if Charlize needed anything else. 

“Just the bill.” 

As Clara walked away, Charlize watched. The cowboy made 
the connection and grunted loudly. “Well, I'll hand it to you,” he 
said. “You’ve got some fine taste.” 

Charlize picked up what little beer she had left and tossed it 
into the cowboy’s face, taking him by surprise. As he sat back, eyes 
wide and angry, she casually helped herself to another mozzarella 
stick. 

“Bitch, what the fuck is your problem?” the man growled, 
getting to his feet and towering over Charlize. 

“Why don’t you leave and save yourself some trouble?” she 
suggested without meeting his gaze. 


“Oh, Pll leave. But you won’t be getting 
off so easy. I'll see you again real soon, lady.” 
With that, the cowboy stormed off and out of 


the bar. 

Charlize knew he’d be outside someplace waiting for her. She 
decided that would do her just fine. 

Damn the consequences. This cowboy needed to be put down. 


Though Charlize made sure to collect Clara’s phone number before 
taking her leave, she also explained to the waitress months would 
probably pass before she made any return to the area. In truth, she 
didn’t expect to swing through the state again for at least a year, if 
not longer. The last time she’d been down this part of the coast, 
she’d met a guy that almost got the best of her. She was more 
reckless then, had learned the hard way. She needed time for 
people to forget her. 

If not for the cowboy, she probably would have spent the night 
with Clara. Instead, she’d have to hit the road hard, because there 
was no way she wasn’t going to make this asshole pay for ruining 
her good time. Hopefully, she was wrong about the guy having 
powerful connections, but she wasn’t going to stick around long 
enough to find out. 

As soon as she exited the bar, Charlize scanned the sidewalk 
and road. Across the way, sitting at a bust stop bench, was the 
cowboy. He tipped his hat at her as their eyes met, then stood. 
Charlize began walking down the sidewalk, not wanting to do what 
she had to do right here in front of the bar, out in the open. She 
needed to get him elsewhere, somewhere at least a little private. 

But how? And where? 

The cowboy crossed the quiet road and came up beside her a 
moment later, hands in his pockets and eyes straight. “Where we 
headed, darlin’?” 

“T’m open to suggestions.” 

The man grinned widely and said, “I’ve got a room up the road. 
In town for business.” 


That might be for the best, Charlize 
thought. If the cowboy wasn’t local, his 


connections mattered less. 
“Show it to me.” 
The hotel was nice, but not the best on the block. It couldn’t 


have cost the cowboy any more than what Charlize spent for her 
room, which helped to further put her at ease. She had Luke’s pistol 
in her bag, as well as the bone saw; so, she had options, although 
messy ones. It would best that she did things quietly, somehow. 
Another shower incident? A pillow smothering as the man slept? 

Just how far was she willing to go with the cowboy before 
offing him? He was handsome enough, but a prick. He’d showed his 
true self quickly back at the bar. She hated him. 

When they reached his room and stepped inside, the cowboy 
finally spoke again, for the first time since joining Charlize on the 
sidewalk. The moment the door clicked behind them, he grabbed 
her bun of hair and used it to fling her into the side of the kitchen 
cabinets. Surprised, Charlize didn’t react. She took the hit and hard. 
She fell and cried out, letting go of her bag. Before she could make 
any further noise, the cowboy shoved something into her mouth— 
an embroidered handkerchief?—and pulled her wrists behind her 
back. He then lifted her up with his large, callous hands restraining 
her. 

“Walk,” he commanded. 

Charlize tried to ask where, but her mouth was stuffed with 
cotton. The cowboy directed her into the bathroom and forced her 
to lower her knees to the tile set before the toilet. 


Charlize desperately wondered, Where is 
he going with this? 


“Not only did you disrespect me in a public venue, you’re a 
goddamn lesbian.” 

Charlize rolled her eyes. This cowboy was over-simplifying her 
as a person, and she hated that sort of arrogance. He didn’t know 
shit. 

“Look at your reflection,” he said, pushing her face closer to 
the toilet water, prepared to drown her. “That girl right there isn’t 
going to survive this night. So if you’re going to fight back, this is 
your last chance.” 

Did he really not expect her to try? 

Charlize threw her head back into his groin, knocking him back 
a step. She didn’t nearly land the shot the way she intended, but it 
gave her a moment of breathing room, nevertheless. And she ran 
with it. 

“You fucking b—” 


Charlize jumped to her feet and threw her whole backside 
against the cowboy, pushing him against the wall. Then she threw 
her head back again, this time hitting him in the jugular. There was 
a crunching sound as the man gasped for air and shoved her away 
from him. As she struck the corner of the sink, Charlize tore out the 
side drawer and swung it around into the cowboy’s face. The blow 
knocked him against the tub, where he tripped and fell awkwardly 
through the closed curtain. Before he could free himself of it, 
Charlize darted out of the bathroom and to her bag. 

From the bathroom, the cowboy continued cursing like a sailor. 

Charlize found her bone saw just in time. The moment he 
appeared behind her—his face red with rage—she spun around, 
ready. Before the cowboy could make his next attack, she sliced him 
across the gut, stopping him in his tracks. The cowboy howled in 
surprise and stumbled backwards into the wall. His hands pressed 
tightly against his wound as his eyes began to twitch in their 
sockets. Blood was flowing freely down the front of his pants and 
belt buckle. The cowboy looked as if he was ready to faint. 

Before the cowboy could drop on his own, Charlize raised the 
bone saw high and brought it down into his forehead. The man’s 
eyes crossed, and he tipped over sideways, landing loudly on the 
carpeted floor. As Charlize yanked the blade free and began 
cleaning it by the sink, the cowboy bled silently to death. A few 
minutes into Charlize’s cleaning, a housekeeper knocked on the 
door and asked if everything was okay. 

“Yes, we’re fine,” Charlize called through the door. “I’m so 
sorry! My husband tripped over my shoes and fell. But he’s okay 
now.” 

Housekeeping clearly didn’t believe her, because a manager 
was next to knock, several minutes later. Charlize had stripped out 
of her bloodied clothes and put on a hotel robe by then. Quickly, 
she washed the blood from her face and hands and dragged the 
cowboy out of sight of the door before opening it several inches. As 
she repeated the story she’d given the maid, the manager tried 
looking beyond her. Charlize did her best to cover any gap with her 
body. 

“Do you mind?” she snapped, taking him by surprise. “We were 
in the middle of fooling around when he fell. Neither of us is 
decent!” 

“I’m sorry, ma’am. Are you sure he doesn’t need a medic? We 


can call an ambulance.” 

“No, not at all. We were actually getting 
back to it when you came knocking. And I’d 
like to put the cost of this room to good use if 
you would be so kind as to leave us alone.” 
She spoke with an edge that helped fool the 
manager into another apology and leaving. As 
he hurried down the hall, Charlize shut the 
door, flicked all the locks, and slipped over to 
the bloodied cowboy. 


Groaning, she said, “I guess I know what I’ll be doing for the 
next couple hours.” 

Not only was there blood spray to clean, but there was also a 
large body to hide. The bathroom was a bit of a mess, as well. 

Charlize quickly searched the cowboy’s corpse for his room key 
and pocketed it. Then she placed the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the 
outside of the door, before heading down the hall to the laundry 
room. There, she found a dryer in use. Upon shutting the door and 
locking it behind her, she poked through the machine’s contents 
and found some woman’s clothing. After she tried on several things, 
she had an outfit to wear. It was a bit big on her but would have to 
do. 

She needed to go shopping for some proper cleaning supplies. 
Upon collecting some cash from the bedroom, she left. 


The cowboy had complicated everything. When Charlize returned 
to the hotel an hour later, she found an ambulance and a collection 
of squad cars parked outside the front entrance. Rather than walk 
back inside—knowing damn well that the manager must have 
explored the cowboy’s room upon her departure of the building— 
she paused at the bus stop across the street and considered her 
options. 

They’d seen her face. Surely, she would appear on their 
surveillance feeds as well. Not only did she need to leave the state 
as soon as possible, but she needed to change her identity sooner 


than she’d planned. And where was her duffel bag? Back in the 
room, of course. Which meant the police had Luke’s hands and 
teeth. 

“Fuck!” 

Charlize turned away from the hotel and looked for a trashcan. 
There was one next to the bus stop bench several feet from her. She 
stuffed her plastic bag of cleaning supplies under the top layer of 
trash, hoping the cops wouldn’t find it. She didn’t have time to burn 
the contents, which likely held her fingerprints. Shit was quickly 
getting out of hand. 


Clara. 

Did she dare hunker down in town with someone? What else 
could she do? She was without a phone, weapon, or clothing. She 
still had some money, at least, but how far would it get her? She 
hadn’t grabbed much on her way out of the hotel. Did Uber drivers 
accept cash? Or were transactions handled wirelessly through the 
app? She didn’t have a bank account for obvious reasons. Did taxis 
still exist outside of the Big Apple? What she needed to do before 
anything else was change her look. That needed to be her top 
priority. Because taking a taxi someplace with her current persona 
in play was likely to end with calls to the police, whether by driver 
or someone along the way. It seemed plausible that pictures of her 
from the hotel’s surveillance would surface overnight on the news. 
She needed to disappear. The quickest way to do that would be to 
change her appearance. 


Always the chameleon, she thought, giving 
the bar one last look of longing. 


AN: This character has appeared in several other 
places over the years, including a novella that 
appeared in Kill for Them and the anthology 
Pulp Harvest. She has her own composite novel 
in the works that will feature this particular 
chapter of her violent life and much more. 


BREAKING 
FREE OF THE 
CLAWING 
BRANCHES 


(A Mother’s World Story) 


“What do we do now?” she asked. 

There was no sign of the road beyond the guardrail. They’d 
hoped to exit the forest onto pavement, but instead they’d found 
only more of the same. Another island of trees. And there was no 
telling how far it stretched in any direction; the guardrail was their 
only marker for the road’s path. 

“Should we just follow it?” Anaheim asked her brother. 

Torrance was silent for a moment, thinking. “If we do, which 
way should we go?” 

“Does it matter? We have no idea which clears first.” 

“Let’s rest a bit,” Torrance said, straddling the guardrail. “We'll 
listen closely, and maybe something will tell us which way to go.” 

His sister rolled her eyes but leaned her backside against the 
guardrail beside him. “Do you think we’re in danger stopping 
here?” 

“T think we’re in danger stopping anywhere.” 


Anaheim closed her eyes and _ tuned 


herself into the forest. There was a slight 
breeze that cooled her skin. She was hot and 
tired from walking. They’d been on the move 
since sunrise and hours had passed since then, 
she was sure. The forest was quiet, but she 
kept her ears open for anything that might 
help direct her to the road. It had to be 
somewhere. Nature hadn’t swallowed 
everything up yet. 


Before long, she fell asleep with her butt against the guardrail 
and her pack beside her feet. She woke when her legs slid beneath 
her, and she fell to the leaves with a thump of her head against the 
metal behind her. 

“Damn it,” she grumbled, looking around herself. When she 
realized her brother was nowhere to be seen, she jumped to her feet 
and cursed again. “Tor? Where the fuck are you? TOR?” 

There was no response. She was alone. 


Anaheim spent an hour following the guardrail without any sight or 
sound of her brother before turning back to go the opposite 
direction. She only knew she had returned to her starting point 
because she'd left a log leaning against the guardrail where they'd 
first emerged from the woods into the island. 

She yelled her brother's name again, paying no heed to the fact 
she was calling attention to herself. So far, nothing and no one had 
come to check on her, but she was asking for trouble. Like Torrance 
had said, they were in danger everywhere. 

“Torrance, goddammit? Torrance!” 

Still nothing. 

She continued along the guardrail, away from the log. She 
worried the sun would set soon and she'd still be alone. What would 
she do then? How much longer did she have? She needed to find 
her brother as soon as possible. 

Someone spoke from amidst the trees, startling her. 

“Can you cut that shit out? You're gonna attract something big 


and hungry to us.” 

Anaheim screamed and stumbled as she spun in search of the 
voice. An older man stepped out from behind a large tree and 
leaned his shoulder against it with his arms crossed over his chest. 
He was wearing a rain slicker, a wide brimmed hat, and a 
handkerchief over his mouth. Deep crow’s feet spread from his eyes, 
which carried heavy bags beneath them. 

“Who the hell are you?” Anaheim asked him, lowering her 
voice. 

“Douglas.” 

“Okay...” 

“And your name?” 

She considered lying but realized there was no point anymore. 
Not in Mother's World. “Anaheim,” she told him. “Were you 
following me?” 

Douglas laughed. “Why would I do that?” 

“Any number of reasons.” 

“You came upon me, not the other way around. I was resting 
here when you showed up yelling.” 

Anaheim looked from him to the guardrail stretching further 
into the island. 

“What the hell were you yelling anyway?” he asked her. 

“I'm looking for my brother, Torrance. We got separated.” 

“Torrance? And you're Anaheim?” He made a face, then 
grinned. 

“We were named after the cities we were conceived in.” 

“Lovely.” 

“IT know, right?” she said sarcastically. “Well, I'm gonna get 
going if you haven't seen him.” 

“Sorry. I haven't seen anyone in days.” 


Shit, she thought. Where the hell did he go? 


“Listen,” the guy said, “you need to learn to keep quiet. Going 
around here yelling is gonna get you killed. You understand that, 
don't you?” 

“Yeah, but what else am I supposed to do? I need to find 
Torrance.” 

“When did you lose him?” 

“Hard to say. I fell asleep and when I woke up, he was gone.” 

“Where was this?” 

Anaheim pointed in the direction she'd come. “Maybe ten 


minutes that way.” 

Douglas thought for a moment before saying, “I can join you if 
you'd like. Dark is soon.” 

“T don't know you,” Anaheim said. 

“Of course not. But without me, you're alone.” 

She looked at him and his handkerchief. “Why is your mouth 
covered?” 

“Some of the plants out here release toxins in the air. You 
didn't know that?” 

“What kind of toxins?” 

“Shit that puts you to sleep...shit that paralyzes you...shit that 
makes you crazy.” 

“Crazy?” 

He nodded, eyes wide. “Oh, yeah. You really didn't know?” 

“No.” She felt stupid admitting it, but her brother and she had 
spent the last seven weeks hiding in their estate, waiting for things 
to blow over. After losing touch with their parents, they finally 
abandoned the house in search of help. So far, they'd had no such 
luck. A week had passed. They no longer knew their location or 
how to get back home. 

“The animals aren't the only dangerous things out here,” 
Douglas told her. 

Anaheim thought of the hunters they'd run into the day before. 
The only reason they'd escaped unharmed was because a Komodo 
dragon-like creature had attacked the men with guns, allowing 
Anaheim and her brother a chance to flee. 

“How do I know if I can trust you?” she asked the man. 

“There's no way for me to prove that here and now,” he said. 
“You'll just have to take a leap of faith.” 

Anaheim swallowed a lump in her throat. She had little faith to 
spare. “Do you know how to track people?” 

“Not particularly.” 


Shit. 


“Just...don't walk behind me,” she said. 

“We should really prepare a camp sooner than later,” he 
warned her. “Your brother can be found in the morning.” 

“What if it's too late by then?” 

“It could be too late already. You don't know. But continuing 
through these woods during the night is a surefire way to die fast. 
Even with me at your side.” 


Anaheim wanted to cry. She held back her tears of frustration 
and asked, “Did you have something in mind?” 

He nodded and stood away from the tree he'd been leaning 
against. “I do, actually. There was a van not far from here, in decent 
shape. We could sleep inside it.” 

Anaheim looked along the guardrail and made her brother a 
silent promise she wasn't abandoning him. Then she turned back to 
Douglas and said, “Fine. Show me.” 


It was a roomy Ford Flex, faded orange in color and covered in 
moss that had stretched from the fender to the second sunroof. How 
fast did the moss grow, she wondered. How was the car already so 
swallowed and rusted? It looked as if it had been there for years, 
not weeks. 

“All the windows are intact,” Douglas said as they neared. “So 
it should be dry and clean inside.” 

“Did you check it earlier?” 

“From the outside. The doors are locked.” 

“So we have to break a window then?” 

“No, I think I'll be able to wedge a door open.” 

Anaheim gestured at the Flex for him to “have at it” and took a 
seat at the base of a tree. It was starting to get dark. Somewhere 
outside the island, the sun was setting across the sky. She couldn't 
see it, nor had she seen the sun in three days. She wondered if it 
looked the same. Maybe the atmosphere had changed enough to 
make the sun brighter. Oxygen levels had certainly increased; she 
often felt lightheaded now, as if she was climbing a mountain. 

She started off watching Douglas as he considered different 
objects from the forest floor as wedges but then her eyes began to 
drool, and she soon fell asleep. When she jerked awake, it was 
because someone was shaking her shoulder and saying her name. 
She opened her eyes and saw Douglas within inches of her face. 

“Are you feeling okay?” he asked her. “Are you narcoleptic or 
something?” 

Anaheim shook her head and climbed to her feet. “No but I 
keep feeling sleepy for some reason.” 

“Maybe you need a handkerchief.” 

“Does that really stop anything from going up your nose?” 

“Certain things. Maybe not gases but it's at least blocking the 


weird new pollens out here. Maybe one of them is knocking you 
out.” 

“T've been dizzy for days. Maybe my blood pressure is low.” 

Douglas looked toward the car and said, “Well, I got it open.” 

“And? How does it look?” 

“Untouched.” 

“Good.” 

Douglas turned away from her and moved toward the Flex. 
Anaheim followed him part of the way before stopping at the 
realization she was about to climb inside a car with a stranger to 
sleep for the night. 

“Jesus,” she mumbled under her breath, suddenly shaking with 
fear. She didn't know Douglas, hadn't even seen his lower face. He 
could be anyone. This could be a trap he planned. Maybe he even 
did something to Torrance. 

Douglas climbed into the car and looked back at her. “You 
coming? I thought I'd take the front and lean back, and you can 
stretch out in the back row. Should be enough space for that, I 
think.” 

Anaheim took several steps closer before stopping again. “Who 
are you, though?” 

“What? I'm Douglas.” 


“Yeah, that's your name,” she said, 
moving her backpack in front of her. She had 
a gun inside, tucked within her ball of clothes 


and incidentals. “But who are you?” 

Douglas considered the question a moment before answering. 
“T was a foreman before things went to shit.” He shrugged and 
waited to see if that was enough, but Anaheim was still staring at 
him, so he continued. “I am unmarried. No kids. Um...I've been in 
the woods for a month at least. I, uh...don't know what else you 
want.” 

She said nothing for a long moment, then climbed into the back 
of the Flex. “Don't try murdering me or I'll murder you first,” she 
grumbled. 

“Message received.” 

She stretched out in the back row with her gun in hand, out of 
sight from Douglas two rows up. She doubted the rearview mirror 


could show much of her, especially with her lying down across the 
seats. For a pillow, she took out some of her clothing and folded 
them up several times. 

“You okay back there?” Douglas called from the front. 

She swallowed, nervous. “Just peachy.” 

She looked up through the third sunroof and wondered where 
her brother was. She hoped he was safe. 

Twenty minutes later, it was too dark to see much of anything 
outside the Flex. Up front, Douglas was snoring or at least 
pretending to. She didn't trust the sound; it was too early for him to 
be asleep, wasn't it? Not that she was one to talk. Even now, she 
wanted to go back to sleep. She was so lightheaded and tired. But 
she was also worried, so her mind was racing. 

Outside the vehicle, something chirped like an incredibly large 
bird. Anaheim stiffened and sucked in her breath. What the hell was 
that? Did hawks sound like that? Vultures? Her shaking returned. 

And Douglas continued to snore. 


It was a long night but eventually Anaheim fell asleep and stayed 
asleep well past sunrise. When she woke, there were voices outside 
the car. The moment they registered with her in her groggy state, 
Anaheim's hand blindly searched for her gun she must have 
dropped in the night. When she couldn't feel it anywhere on the 
seats with her, she turned onto her side to look around the floor and 
in her bag. 
But her bag was missing. 


Son of a fucking bitch, she thought. He 


robbed me. 

Now what? 

She was unarmed in the back of a large vehicle with voices 
hovering on the outside. She might not have been surrounded but 
she was cornered; there was no way out without being backed up 
against a wall. 

Taking a deep breath, she sat up and looked out the window. 
She could see Douglas talking to three unknown companions 
dressed in a similar fashion as he, including a handkerchief over 
their mouths. Though Douglas had his back to her, the others were 
looking her way and saw her awake. One of them said something 


and Douglas looked over his shoulder at her. 

“Well, so you are alive. I was starting to think you died in your 
sleep,” he said, approaching the window. “It happens out here, you 
know. But I'm glad you didn't fall victim.” 

“What do you want with me?” she asked, looking for an escape 
and seeing nothing of promise. 

“We already have your things,” he said, holding up her 
revolver. “Now I have a proposition for you.” 

“And what's that?” 

“You can join us...or we'll kill you and chop you up for food.” 

Anaheim opened her mouth to ask who all she would be 
joining, but the chirping she’d heard during the night sounded from 
overhead. She looked up through the sunroof and saw something 
enormous leap from one tree to the next. It must have been as large 
as the Flex. Leaves and twigs fell from the sky, making noise. 
Douglas and his friends cursed and raised their weapons. 

Anaheim's mouth was suddenly very dry. She had no weapon 
to defend herself. So she rolled onto the floor of the Flex and threw 
her folded clothes over her for cover. The ground shook a moment 
later as the enormous bird-like creature leapt down from the trees. 
It screeched loudly as gunfire erupted, peppered with screams. 


Just shut your eyes and keep quiet, Anaheim 
told herself. It has enough to eat out there. It 
won't bother with you if you don't give it any 


reason to. 

“Surround it! Left, Ben! LEFT!” she heard Douglas scream. 

More chirps and screeches. More thunderous steps that shook 
the Flex. 

And more gunfire. 

Someone was snatched judging by the screams that followed a 
second later. Someone else shouted from the front of the Flex. She 
couldn't hear Douglas. The only voices yelling back and forth were 
unfamiliar. The gunfire became less frequent. The beast charged 
past the Flex, rocking it roughly with its proximity. There were two 
gunshots, then a painful scream. How many of them were left? 
Two? 

Things got quieter as the fight distanced itself from the vehicle. 
Several minutes later, Anaheim could hear nothing. She climbed to 


her feet and looked out the windows. There was no one around, nor 
could she see any animals. Hesitantly, she climbed up through the 
Flex and exited. 

She found Douglas by the bumper. Well, part of him. He still 
had her revolver in hand. She yanked it free of his vice-like grip 
before vomiting onto his bloodied remains. Then she looked around 
for her bag. She found it by a tree, alongside several other packs 
and a rifle. She listened for anyone approaching but all was quiet. 
She looked through the bags and consolidated what she could into 
her bag. Then she put it on over her back and collected the rifle. 
She did her best to ignore the blood splattered across the forest 
floor. Some of it surely belonged to the bird. She wondered if it 
would survive its injuries. 

Once she was ready to leave, she backtracked to the guardrail 
as slowly as she could, careful not to attract attention to herself 
from anyone or anything that may have still been alive. 


She traveled for a mile before spotting a figure ahead of her, 
shuffling strangely though the woods. From their distance, she 
couldn't tell what was wrong with them, so she bent her knees and 
slipped from tree to tree, getting closer. 

Finally, the figure turned enough for her to see their face, and 
she nearly collapsed in relief. 

“Torrance!” 

He scanned his surroundings until he caught sight of her 
running his way. He then threw open his arms just as she launched 
herself into the air at him. They embraced tightly with Anaheim 
dampening his neck with her tears. 

“Thank God you're alive,” she sobbed. 

He squeezed her back and said, “I'm sorry, Ann. I fucked up.” 

She pulled back from him and asked what happened. 


“While you were sleeping, I spotted some 
flowers and went to pick some for you, but 
they smelled funny. I got...confused and 
wandered off. By the time I came back to my 


senses, I no longer knew where I'd left you.” 
Anaheim smacked him on the shoulder and said, “Yeah, don't 


trust the flowers around here. Some asshole told me _ that 
yesterday.” 

Her brother looked at her quizzically. “What are you talking 
about? You found someone?” 

She told him what happened and handed over her new rifle at 
the end for him to examine. 

“Holy shit,” he said, his face paler than it was two minutes 
before. “I'm glad you escaped.” 

“Well, we're not out of the woods yet,” she said. “Literally.” 

“Did those guys give you any idea of which direction to go?” 

“Not at all, but...” 

“What?” 

Anaheim moved around him and paused for a moment. “I feel a 
breeze. I didn't feel one on the way.” 

“SO?” 

“So maybe it's coming from a clearing. Maybe we're near an 
exit.” She embraced the coolness sweeping through the trees and 
determined which direction it was coming from. “Come on,” she 
said, taking Torrance's hand. “Follow me.” 

Several minutes later, they were stepping out of the trees and 
onto pavement. The highway was before them, and it was stretched 
out for miles without forestry. 

“We made it out!” Anaheim exclaimed, hugging her brother. 
“Oh my God, it's been days since I've seen the sun.” She looked up 
at the sky until she saw spots, not at all bothered by the idea of 
blinding herself. 

Torrance exhaled and smiled beside her. “Look at all these 
cars,” he said, sweeping his hand in front of them. “It looks as if the 
forest just burst up in front of them suddenly, halting traffic.” 

Anaheim looked behind them at the trees and then the 
thousands of cars stopped right outside the island. Some had 
crashed into the barrier of trees, but most had collided with one 
another trying to swerve and brake. 

“You're right,” she said. “Is that what happened?” 

“Sure looks that way.” 

“Jesus... Now what do we do?” 

Torrance approached a nearby truck with its doors hanging 
open. He reached inside for a moment before returning with an 
unopened can of hot soda. “We scavenge, I guess,” he told her. 

“Then what?” 


He shrugged. “Look for others.” 

Anaheim swallowed and bridged the gap between them. “Do 
me a favor,” she said. “Trust your gut with anyone we meet. I know 
I should have yesterday.” 

Her brother grinned and took her hand. “Come on. Let's see 
what we can find out here.” 

They moved into the sea of abandoned vehicles together, under 
a high sun and clear skies. 


AN: I love my Mother’s World series and expect 
to write more stories for it in the coming year. 
There are several I started before the first volume 
was released in 2024, including a novella I’m 
really excited to continue. Mother’s World made 
its first appearance in the anthology Wild 
Violence with “Islands of Trees,” a phrase that 
returns here as well. 


THE OTHER 
HOME 


There was an underground bunker in the woods she liked to spend 
her afternoons in. It was nearing the end of winter when she fell 
through its ceiling, which had begun to crumble beneath the 
melting snow. Lia was fascinated by the place. It was clear no one 
had been inside it in years, based on the musty smell, mold, and 
stack of nudie magazines dating back to the early 90s. 

The bunker was just beneath the surface of the ground. There 
was a ladder for climbing down (she could have used it had she not 
fallen through the roof instead) but it was only seven feet from the 
floor to the outside world. There was no need for a tunnel or a 
stairwell. In that regard—and the fact that the place was built into 
the ground with wooden walls, not metal or concrete—Lia supposed 
it wasn't actually a bunker, though it felt like a safe place to hide. It 
was more like a tree house but right underground. So was it a 
decorated cavern? A burrow? She liked the idea of calling it a 
burrow almost as much as the bunker misnomer, but it hardly 
mattered what she called it because the place was her little secret. 
She didn't want anyone else to know. 

Lia was depressed and had been for some time. Falling through 
the house's ceiling had been a godsend. She started using the place 
whenever she was at her lowest and needed to get away from the 
reality of her life and the shitty surrounding world. And for a while, 
it worked. Weeks passed. Before long, winter was waving goodbye 
as spring moved on in with warmer temperatures and bright blue 


skies. 

Her senior class was nearing graduation. Lia was seventeen and 
ready to escape her school. She hated everybody. She was always 
misunderstood so she tried keeping to herself. Whenever someone 
was nice to her, she immediately distrusted them based on past 
experiences. She was a loner, and she felt it was safer that way. The 
house seemed to agree. It had chosen her, she decided. It was 
forgotten, small, and out of sight. Even the nudie magazines suited 
her interest, not that she could ever see herself getting close to 
someone long enough to indulge in her sexual tastes. The retro porn 
served her well enough as an alternate outlet. 

After school, she would go into the woods and stay in her other 
home for several hours. Her father didn't return from work until 
nearly 7pm so she had time to go unnoticed. Nobody knew about 
the burrow but her. And she had hoped to keep it that way always. 

But then the hunter came. 


Because Lia had marked the hole in the roof with a tarp and rocks 
around the edges, the hunter did not fall. Instead, he was curious 
and moved the stones to lift the tarp and look inside. 

Lia watched from a distance as the camouflaged man with a 
rifle climbed down into her burrow and vanished from sight. She'd 
been on her way to the spot when she stopped to pick mushrooms 
for several minutes. In that time, the hunter had appeared, and 
she'd taken cover behind a tree before he could notice her. 

Seeing the man invade her secret space made her bottom lip 
tremble as tears threatened to escape her eyes. “No...” 

She waited for a minute, hoping the hunter would quickly 
reemerge, unimpressed. But when he didn't, she decided to slowly 
and quietly bridge the gap between them, moving from tree to tree 
and pausing to see if the man was climbing out yet or not. 

Soon enough, she was within eight feet of the hole and hidden 
by a bramble bush. She listened for any sound from the burrow, but 
it was quiet. She wondered if she should risk presenting herself to 
the hunter and tell him to leave. But these woods were not her 
property, and the man was trespassing just as much as she; there 
were NO HUNTING signs posted along the tree line facing the road 
a mile away. 

What if he was dangerous? 


Lia waited another ten minutes before getting on her hands and 
knees and crawling toward the hole for a look below. Once she was 
close enough to peek inside, she saw that the man was in her fold 
out chair with a nudie magazine and his pants down. 

She tried not to scream but it bubbled inside her. She was 
horrified and angry and shaking at the sight of the man, taking it 
upon himself to spoil her burrow. In her rage, she became blind to 
consequence and picked up one of the stones she used for keeping 
the tarp down. 

“Stop!” she shouted, raising her weapon. 

The man craned his neck to look up and over at her, surprised 
and out of breath. 

Lia released the stone as a warning—she would later tell herself 
—but her aim suggested she knew exactly what she was doing. The 
stone struck the man in the forehead with a bone-crunching smack 
that sent the hunter spiraling out of her chair and onto the floor. 

Breathless, Lia waited for him to move, to get up and chase 
her. But several minutes passed without so much as a flinch from 
the body below. Finally, she stood herself up shakily and climbed 
down into the burrow. The man's gun was propped up against the 
wall, out of reach of him. She made sure. Then she approached the 
hunter and saw there was a pool of blood spreading from his head. 
He was facedown, so she couldn't see his injury just yet. She would 
have to flip him. 

“Mister?” she said, nudging him with her foot. “You okay?” 

He didn't move or react to her tapping. Finally, Lia bent over to 
push the band onto his back. When she saw his face, she screamed 
and jumped back. The man's nose was flattened, and his right eye 
was dislocated from the socket, mushy and split open. Between his 
eyebrows, the rock had caved in his skull and blood was flowing 
heavily from the wound. 

The hunter was surely dead, and with his pants down no less. 

They would put her away for murder, Lia realized. 


But it was an accident, she told herself. Just 


a warning throw. He was supposed to leave! 
“Now what do I do?” 


She returned two hours later with a can of gasoline, a fire 


extinguisher, and a box of matches. Crying, she doused the burrow 
in the gasoline until the smell was so thick in the small space that 
she worried she might faint. Then she climbed out into the woods, 
checked her surroundings to make sure she was alone, and struck a 
match. When she tossed it below, the eruption that followed was so 
intense that she was pushed back from the hole in the ceiling by a 
thick wave of heat. 

She let the burrow burn for an hour as she stood by with the 
fire extinguisher to make sure it didn't spread into the woods. 
Smoke billowed out of the hole in the ceiling, but the flames did not 
crawl out to chase anything else. 

After an hour was through, she covered the entirety of the roof 
with her tarp by unfolding it and spreading it out with rocks 
pressing down the edges. The smoke had nowhere to go now, and 
the burrow's source of oxygen had been severed. Later, she would 
return to check on the damage below. 


Days passed before she found the courage to return to those woods. 
She had seen the hunter on the news, reported missing, but nothing 
about where he was hunting or her secret hideout. She hoped it was 
safe to return now but she wasn't entirely sure. 

When she appeared outside the woods, there was no sign of 
anyone else. If there were any search groups looking for the man— 
and she didn't think there were—they hadn't come through here 
yet. So she removed a backpack from her car containing another 
canister of gasoline and the small fire extinguisher, slung it over her 
shoulders, and retrieved the folding shovel from her trunk. The box 
of matches was already in her pocket. 

As ready as she would ever be, she headed into the woods in 
the direction of her other home. When she reached the tarp more 
than thirty minutes later, she was tired and in need of a short break. 
She removed her pack and lowered everything to the ground beside 
her. She took a seat at the base of a tree and looked over at the 
covered roof, listening. For what, she wasn't sure. 

After a few minutes, she stood, not wanting to waste any more 
time. Hesitantly, she went to pull back the tarp and fell through a 
section of roof that was previously stable. She landed hard on the 
ground below with pieces of burnt wood beneath her. She coughed 
on the smoke and ash surrounding her and waved a hand in front of 


her face. The air in the burrow was thick and choking her. She 
quickly located the ladder blindly and climbed out into the fresh 
air, gagging. 

Once she got control of herself, she finished pulling back the 
tarp to let the room air out for a minute. When she looked below a 
little later, she saw that most things had burned well except the 
hunter—he was only partially cooked. His skin was blackened and 
pulling away from muscle and bone in most areas, but Lia had 
hoped for him to be a skeleton. 

“Shit!” 

It was a good thing she'd brought more gasoline. The shovel 
was to partially fill in the man's grave before covering the roof with 
the tarp and then leaves. It would hopefully go unnoticed long 
enough for her to grow up and get a life elsewhere. With the 
burning of everything, she didn't think anyone would ever know she 
was responsible. 

She spent the rest of the morning burning the hunter's body 
specifically. She didn't move it, but she didn't douse the rest of the 
burrow with gasoline as she had the day of the man's death. This 
time, she soaked only him and let him burn. While she waited, she 
made a pile of dirt, sticks, and rocks near the burrow for when it 
came time to bury the place. 

She waited until the afternoon to get started. The hunter wasn't 
a skeleton but any fingerprints she may have left on him were 
certainly gone at this point. That's all she really cared about. If 
someone found her prints anywhere in the burrow, she would be 
questioned, and she didn't want that. 

She started with the sticks and tree branches first, covering the 
body beneath them. Then she threw down some more stones to 
weigh down the wooden cage encompassing the corpse before 
shoveling down the dirt. 

It was getting dark by the time she'd done as much as she could 
handle and was ready for the tarp. Her hands were bloodied and 
there was at least three feet of dirt covering the burrow floor, the 
man's new grave. 

The tarp was stretched over the broken and burned roof, then 
secured with stones all around. Lia then used her shovel to scoop 
leaves onto the tarp, covering it completely. Before long, the 
burrow was invisible, as was the hunter. 

Lia cried after that, until it was dark outside, and she had to 


use her phone's flashlight to guide her out of the woods. When she 
finally emerged from the trees not far from where she'd parked her 
car, she was startled to find a police cruiser also in the gravel lot. 
With its lights off, she couldn't tell if anyone was inside or not. 

Then the driver's side door was thrown open and an officer 
stepped out with a flashlight. “Ma’am?” 

Lia froze, terrified. She had a backpack with an empty gas 
canister and fire extinguisher inside and was carrying a folding 
shovel at her side. She was caught. She had to be. 

She considered running. Getting into her car and fleeing the 
scene. But she knew how that would end. 

She turned her head in the officer's direction and said, “Yes?” 

“Have you been hiking?” 

Lia nodded as the man approached her at a steady, almost 
uninterested pace. 

“How long were you out there in the woods?” he asked her. 

“Since early this morning.” 

“The shovel for making a latrine?” 

Lia nodded again. “Y-yes. Sometimes my IBS gets the better of 
me,” she said, avoiding the officer's gaze and making herself look 
embarrassed. 

The man apologized and started to turn away from her before 
pausing to ask, “What other supplies did you take with you?” 

She was wearing a backpack, after all. She said, “Food and 
drink,” hoping he wouldn't ask to look. 

“No compass? Navigator? Bandages or flairs?” 

She shook her head, pretending to be further embarrassed. 

“Next time, I would like it if you went out there better 
prepared. We don't need anyone else goin’ missing.” 

She decided to act confused and asked, “What do you mean?” 

“We're already looking for one fella from a few days ago. Don't 
need a teenager getting lost, too.” 

Lia was happy to look her age for once and smiled. “I 
appreciate the concern, officer. I'll pack better next time.” 

“Do you at least know the woods well?” 

She nodded. “They're like my second home.” 

“Well, that's good. Do me another favor and drive straight 
home to your parents now that it's nightfall,” the man said, walking 
away from her. “There's a severe storm rolling in. Heavy winds and 
hail are possible.” 


Lia swallowed, thanked the heavens for her good fortune, and 
returned to her car to leave. As she reversed her Civic out of its spot 
and turned for the road, she watched the officer in her rearview 
mirror. He was walking toward the woods. She drove slowly to 
make sure he didn't enter the trees. When she saw him turn back to 
his car, she exhaled in relief and picked up speed, leaving the gravel 
lot behind her in the dark. 

It began to rain heavily a minute later. 


SPECTRUM 
BLUES 


Frowned upon. 
Disregard me. 
(I do.) 
Black sheep here. 

Far from favored. 
(Can’t blame you.) 
Even I hate me. 

This brain is chaos. 
Triggered. Triggered. Triggered. 
I snap. 

I blow. 

T’ll burn it all down, I swear. 
Just let me go. 


GOODBYE (IS 
NOT ALWAYS 
FOREVER) 


THE END. 

He wrote the words for his benefit and no other; they’d be 
deleted prior to publication. Whenever that time came, if at all. 
He’d been feeling lost as of late. Most days, it seemed he wanted 
nothing to do with his books. They took a lot of time, effort, and 
money for very little return. The readers he once had were gone, 
and it had become increasingly harder to find new eyes for his 
work. It was all so frustrating and disheartening. 

There were many stories on his computer wasting away, 
unpublished and unread. It hurt him knowing they were there, 
unappreciated. Some books he’d printed just for himself—they sat 
only on his shelf and were not listed for purchase anywhere. Their 
numbers were steadily increasing. The efforts to make them 
available to others hardly seemed worth it anymore. Maybe he’d 
have five to ten readers out of an entire year check it out, which 
amounted to pocket change in royalties. It was sad. 

He looked at those words for a long time: THE END. Yes, he 
thought. Maybe it is. Maybe it’s officially time to say fuck it all and 
disappear. Who would notice? 

He stood from the desk, sighed, and left for the kitchen. From 
the fridge, he selected a beer, popped it open, and took a long drink 


from its chilled neck. He then stepped outside onto the front porch 
and reached into the potted plant by the chair. His pack of 
cigarettes were hidden there in a Ziplock bag. He retrieved a smoke 
and placed it between his lips to be lit. He then dumped the lighter 
out of the same baggy and used it to burn the end of his cigarette. 

Angel, his tiny cat, hurried up the porch steps and jumped 
onto his lap. She was white and black and had been discovered 
during a night walk after she suddenly fell out of a tree and landed 
beside him. She was a kitten then without any collar or microchip, 
probably from a stray’s litter. She was now two years old but just as 
small as the day he rescued her. 

“Hey there, girl,” he said, patting her softly on the head as she 
settled in on his lap. “Another one bites the dust. Just typed THE 
END, you know? I’m not sure what to do with it, though. It doesn’t 
have that mainstream marketability that might catch some eyes.” 
He sighed and took a heavy drag from his cigarette. “Just another 
piece of horror that will go unnoticed if I bother preparing it for 
release.” 

Angel meowed in response. 


“T don’t know why I do it,” he told her. 
“Tm just drawn to it. It’s not like I’m unable to 
write anything else—I certainly can! But I 
often don’t want to.” He shrugged and 
scratched Angel behind the ears. “I do have 
some outlines for dramatic novels I guess I 
should try next. They could sell. But do I want 
to write those just yet? Hmmm. Good 


question.” 

Angel meowed again, looking up at him. 

“T want to bow out, I think. It’s been tempting for awhile now. 
At least two years. Why do I keep fighting the inevitable end? 
Nobody cares. I’m alone.” 

His cigarette was nearly finished a minute later. He stubbed it 
out against the porch railing and flicked the butt into his garden. 
He lifted Angel off his lap and placed her down on the ground 
before standing. 


“T’m headed back inside. You want to join me?” 

Angel rubbed up against his leg and meowed. 

The writer turned to the door and opened it. Angel darted 
inside. He followed her into the living room and sat down on the 
couch. She curled up beside him and rolled onto her back. He 
tickled her belly, and she used her paws to claw him up playfully 
while gnawing on his fingers. 

“Let’s see what’s on the TV,” he told her, taking his scratched 
hand back and finding the remote. The TV came to life and showed 
him the news. He was about to change it when a story caught his 
eye: HOUSE COLLAPSES UNDER MYSTERIOUS CIRCUMSTANCES, 
TAKING TWO. The one survivor that escaped said that the floor in 
the foyer had suddenly opened up and swallowed the house. They’d 
barely squeezed through the front door as it was folding into itself. 

The writer watched the story for several more minutes before 
laughing aloud and looking down at Angel. 

“T’ll be damned,” he said. 

The cat twisted her head to look at him as she stretched and 
twisted into the shape of a question mark. 


“T have an idea,” he said before pointing 
at the TV. “I want to write about that. I want 
to know why the floor turned into a hungry 
mouth. I want to know why it ate those poor 
people. What do you think?” 


Angel blinked, rolled onto her belly, and stood to leave the 
couch. She was uninterested. 

But the writer was excited. 

He left for his computer to get to work while his inspiration 
was fresh. 


AN: This short piece is a bit obvious but that was 
kind of the point. I wanted readers to know how 
much I struggle to put myself out there some days. 
After all, I’ve thought of killing this Aiden 
Merchant pseudonym many times in the last few 


years. I really expected Anhedonia to be my last 
hoorah when I started it in 2023, but I have since 
thought of additional stories I want to write that 
can’t be published under my new pseudonym 
because they’re linked to previously published 
Merchant stories. So it seems this alias will 
continue, at least a little longer. And since I don’t 
feel like anybody is really paying Merchant any 
attention these days, I’ve decided to relax about 
how quickly I tackle these projects. They'll come 
when they come. (On a side note, the breaking 
news at the end of this story regards something I 
wrote some years ago and never finished. But that 
doesn’t mean it won’t someday be completed.) 


A Message from 
the Publisher 


Thank you for reading! Please show your support for this book and 
its author by posting a review and/or rating on Amazon, 
Goodreads, Barnes & Noble, and/or anywhere else this book may be 
viewed. 


ARE YOU LOOKING FOR SOMETHING ELSE? 


In the following pages, you will find content warnings and the 
author’s bio. 
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Aiden Merchant is the author of more than a 
hundred stories, including those found in 
Sickness is in Season, Horrific Holidays, and 
Documenting Dreadful Existences. He has several 
ongoing series, including Mother’s World, The 
Woody Gibson Files, and She Sheds Her Skin. 
In late 2021, he published and edited Milk 
Teeth by Andrew Post, as well as the dark 
fiction anthology Blackberry Blood, which he 
worked on alongside author Julia C. Lewis. 
His short fiction has appeared in Wild Violence, 
Pulp Harvest, and Slice of Paradise. 


Content Warnings 


Anhedonia is recommended for mature 
audiences. Most stories in this collection 
contain violence and coarse language. The 
poems are influenced heavily by mental 
illness, including depression and PTSD. Below, 
you can find additional triggers one might like 
to avoid: 


IMPOSTERS feature body horror and mild sexual content. 


CLEANSE ME features bodily fluids, suggestions of excrement, and 
crude/sexual humor. 


PASTURE features purgatory, armed robbery, murder, and rebirth. 
BROKENHEARTED features a mild degree of necrophilia. 
OUT AT SEA features gore. 


EILEEN HORNBAKER’S 10 MODERN DAY SERIAL KILLERS WITH 
CREATIVE GIMMICKS features details regarding a serial killer and 
the grotesque way they forced their victims to “perform” in death. 


IDENTITY features homophobia, hateful language, and child abuse. 
DEGENERATE features drug use and theft. 


NIGHTMARES features psychological body horror. 


THE SINKING: A SCREENPLAY ADAPTATION features domestic 
violence, suffocation, drowning, and uxoricide. 


ANNIVERSARY features life after death. 


BLEED FOR YOU features kidnapping, suicide by hanging, and 
imprisonment. 


BURROW features body horror and medical amputation. 


ANOTHER SLEEPLESS NIGHT features invasion and creature 
violence. 


BEACH TOWN BODY COUNT features sexual content, gore, and 
homophobia. 


BREAKING FREE OF THE CLAWING BRANCHES features creature 
violence, capture, effects of poison, and gore. 


THE OTHER HOME features mention of masturbation and the 
torching of a corpse. 


THE HOUSE ON VIOLENCE features mild gore and creature 
violence. 


CHASED features stalking. 


CHEATERS GET EATERS features adultery, creature violence, and 
gore. 
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